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Figure 1. Greater Syria Greater Syria refers to a region stretching from the borders of 
Turkey to those of Egypt, from the edge of Iraq to the Mediterranean Sea. 


Introduction: 
A Neglected Topic 


Her Majesty’s Government has stated that it considers Syria to be the 
military key of Asiatic Turkey. 
Lord Palmerston, 18401 


On first entering Syria, the observant traveler will probably be startled to go 
through passport control and notice a military map of Syria on the wall, for 
this map contains several anomalies. It shows the Golan Heights under Syrian 
control, though they have been occupied by Israel since 1967. Syria’s bound- 
aries with Lebanon and Jordan appear not as international borders but as 
something called “regional” borders. Israel does not even exist; instead, there 
is a state called Palestine. And Palestine is separated from Syria by a line 
designated a “temporary” border. Finally, the province of Hatay, a part of 
Turkey since 1939, appears to be included in Syria; only on close inspection 
can one see the “temporary” border between it and Syria.2 

The many inaccuracies on this map reflect the Syrian rulers’ profound 
unwillingness to accept the actual size and shape of the country they adminis- 
ter. They remember that until 1920, “Syria” referred to a region much larger 
than the Syrian Arab Republic of today, a region that stretched from the 
borders of Anatolia to those of Egypt, from the edge of Iraq to the Mediterra- 
nean Sea. In terms of today’s states, the Syria of old comprised Syria, Lebanon, 
Israel, and Jordan, plus the Gaza Strip and Alexandretta. This larger land, 
known since 1920 as Greater Syria, is what they dream of reclaiming. 

Pan-Syrianism—the intention to piece together a Greater Syrian nation—is 
not a new phenomenon but has strongly influenced politics in the Middle East 
since 1918. The division of Greater Syria after World War I proved one of the 
worst of many political traumas experienced in the Middle East at that time. 
Pan-Syrianism explains many of the conflicting aspirations among Syrians, 
Lebanese, Palestinians, Israelis, and Jordanians; it lies behind much of the 
volatility of public life in Jordan and Syria; and it partially accounts for the 
Lebanese civil war and the Arab-Israeli conflict. The goal of piecing Syria’s 
parts together drove Jordanian foreign policy for over two decades, and it had 
nearly as great a role in Iraq. The future of the West Bank is bound up with this 
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dream. Pan-Syrianism helps comprehend complex interactions between Pan- 
Arabists, Palestinian nationalists, and state authorities. 

The party that has advocated Greater Syria since 1932, the Syrian Social 
Nationalist Party (SSNP),3 has had profound political importance in the 
twentieth-century history of the two states where it has been most active, 
Lebanon and Syria. As the first political party fully to embrace radical secular 
ideals, it incubated virtually every radical group in those two countries, with 
particularly great impact on the Ba‘th Party. The SSNP offered the minorities, 
especially the Greek Orthodox Christians, a vehicle for political action and 
caused several of Lebanon’s worst political crises. Its ideology influenced the 
development of Pan-Arabism (or Arab nationalism) and defined inter-Arab 
relations in the Levant region. Leading intellectuals such as Abu Khaldun Sati‘ 
al-Husri and Kamal Junbalat devoted considerable energy to combating Pan- 
Syrianism.* 

Finally—and this may mark the apogee of its influence—the government 
of Hafiz al-Asad adopted Pan-Syrian ideas and made them Syrian state policy. 
Circumstantial evidence strongly indicates that the Syrian government has 
since 1974 made Greater Syria the centerpiece of its foreign policy. Thus, in 
addition to offering an important new perspective on the events of decades 
past, the study of Pan-Syrianism provides a tool for understanding the policies 
of the Asad regime. 

Despite its critical role through the twentieth century, Pan-Syrianism 
receives little attention. Observers tend to view it as an aberration or a histor- 
ical curiosity—and therefore as a matter of little consequence. Over a period of 
four decades, for example, The Economist has called two of Pan-Syrianism’s 
most prominent exponents, the SSNP and King “Abdallah of Jordan, many 
names. In 1947, “Abdallah’s plans were dismissed as “wishful thoughts.” In 
1962, the SSNP was “an activist right-wing movement of a slightly dotty 
kind”; it was deemed on the “lunatic fringe,” “farcical,” and “idiotic.” By 
1985, it had become “an odd little organisation.”5 Asad’s efforts to build 
Greater Syria fare no better; The Washington Post has termed them a 
“fantasy.”6 

Editorialists are not alone in the harsh assessment of Pan-Syrianism. Most 
historical accounts refer to Pan-Syrianism in passing, seeing it as a quirky, 
inconsequential dead end. Michael C. Hudson, a scholar of Lebanese politics, 
called the SSNP’s politics “bizarre” and its ideology “thwarted idealism 
twisted into a doctrine of total escape.”” A Lebanese minister of information 
waved away the Fertile Crescent scheme as “stillborn.”8 Robert M. Haddad 
dismissed its more distant ambitions as a “hallucination.”? 

Two reasons explain why Pan-Syrianism fails to attract the serious atten- 
tion it deserves. First, its adherents have a well-earned reputation for ludicrous 





Figure 2. Syrian Military Map The Armed Forces Administration in Damascus dis- 
tributes the map on which this is based. Two points deserve special notice: the five 
gradations of borders and the several places where the borders diverge from reality 
(especially Hatay and Israel). 
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impracticality. “Abdallah hawked a plan no one bought for so many years that 
both he and it became pathetic. From its founding in 1932 until the present 
time, the SSNP has fallen short in virtually everything it attempted. Quixotic 
conspiracies, foiled coup attempts, and a despised ideology won it a reputation 
for not being serious. 

But while it is true that most efforts to unite Greater Syria have failed, this 
does not in itself render Pan-Syrianism unimportant. Failure to achieve objec- 
tives is not the main measure of an ideology’s importance; were this so, many 
historically powerful ideologies, including Pan-Turkish nationalism, Pan- 
Slavic nationalism, and even Nazism, would also have to be deemed insignifi- 
cant. Closer to the case at hand, Pan-Arabism has failed perhaps even more 
thoroughly, yet no ones disparages its role. 

Indeed, fascination with radical Pan-Arabism (the ideology that calls for a 
single Arab state from the Atlantic Ocean to the Persian Gulf) is a second 
reason for the neglect of Pan-Syrianism. A sequence of dramatic events—the 
founding of the Arab League, the rise of Jamal “Abd an-Nasir, the formation of 
the United Arab Republic—caused scholars and politicians alike to dwell on 
the proposed Arab nation, to the virtual exclusion of the Greater Syrian 
nation. There would seem to be five hundred books on the topic of Pan- 
Arabism for each one on Pan-Syrianism; and the ratio of political speeches 
must be on the order of thousands to one. It is not my intent to deny the 
importance of Pan-Arabism, which has indeed been a central feature of Middle 
East politics; but Pan-Arabism has had no monopoly and has never (with the 
near exception of 1958-1960) excluded a role for Pan-Syrianism. 

The Pan-Arabist effort looms so large, it expropriates many of the central 
events in Pan-Syrian history. Several examples illustrate this. Although the 
anonymous placards that appeared in major cities of Syria in 1880 were the 
first public expressions of Pan-Syrianism, historians typically interpret them as 
Pan-Arabist!° or even as Lebanese separatist.!! The rebellion against the Turks 
in World War I, now invariably called the Arab Revolt, was often referred to 
as the Syrian revolt by its leader, Prince Faysal.!2 Further, this British ploy 
contained few nationalist ideas until the rebels came into contact with the Pan- 
Syrianists. Despite the specifically Pan-Syrian focus of the General Syrian Con- 
gress of 1919-20, it is routinely presented as a Pan-Arab gathering; one 
account goes so far as to change its ame to the “Arab National Congress.” 13 
Muhammad Y. Muslih preempts the Syrian Kingdom of 1920, turning it into 
“the first experiment in the bewildering dream of Arab unity.” 14 

Even more egregious is Christopher Sykes’s statement that in the 1920s, 
“Arab nationalism was fixed on the dream of a Greater Syria”;!5 this is as 
nonsensical as saying that German nationalists aspired to a strong Austria. In 
her otherwise excellent biography of King ‘Abdallah, Mary C. Wilson almost 
entirely ignores the role of Pan-Syrian ideology, preferring to interpret the 
king’s expansionary plans solely in the light of “the structure of Transjor- 
dan.” 16 Perhaps most outlandish is Philip $. Khoury’s referring to the standard 
Pan-Syrian name for Palestine, Southern Syria, as a term “often preferred” by 
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radical pan-Arabists, a sleight of hand that allows him completely to ignore 
Pan-Syrianism.!7 

As possibly the most disregarded topic of Middle East history in the twen- 
tieth century, Pan-Syrianism cries out for investigation; my goal is to begin to 
recall this topic from its neglect. The pages that follow are a first step toward 
setting the record straight. 

The topic is richly documented. Faysal’s Syrian kingdom attracted great 
attention because of its epochal nature; ‘Abdallah, a voluble man, widely 
promoted his Greater Syria plan for thirty years; and the Syrian Social 
Nationalist Party is a party of intellectuals whose organization and member- 
ship have produced voluminous materials. The Asad government has clearly 
shown its intentions in word and deed. There is nothing secret about Greater 
Syria. 

At the same time, open discussion of Greater Syria ended several decades 
ago, and the whole subject has gone into abeyance. It is hard now to picture 
the vividness of the debate over Greater Syria in the interwar period and 
beyond; perhaps the way to conjure up the role of Pan-Syrian nationalism, 
then, is to compare it with Palestinian nationalism more recently. Both causes 
excited wide attention and profoundly influenced the politics of the Middle 
East, yet all the brouhaha brought neither one closer to realization. 

Chapter 1 provides background information on three subjects: what 
Greater Syria is, what happened to it in the aftermath of World War I, and 
how Pan-Syrianism emerged as a political ideology. Chapter 2 records the 
history of Pan-Syrian efforts from 1920 to 1973, and Chapter 3 continues this 
account from 1974 to 1988. The earlier period was characterized by leaders 
making claims on each other—Palestinian on Transjordanian, Transjordanian 
on Syrian, Syrian on Lebanese, and so forth; in the recent period, Syrians made 
almost all the claims. Earlier, all efforts but one failed; in contrast, recent 
Syrian efforts have succeeded quite handsomely. Chapter 4 offers an explana- 
tion for Damascus’s turn toward Pan-Syrianism under Hafiz al-Asad, inter- 
ing this primarily as the result of domestic factors. 


A few words on methods used in this study: 

Widespread doubt about the importance of Pan-Syrianism prompts me to 
buttress my inquiry with a very extensive factual base. Accordingly, the follow- 
ing text—and Chapters 2 and 3 especially—includes a great number of exam- 
ples and direct quotations. 

Believing that religious lines—not party politics, ideology, or geography— 
delineate the most basic and abiding political divisions in the Greater Syria 
region, this account emphasizes communal affiliations. To ignore or 
deemphasize religion is to miss the most characteristic quality of Syrian poli- 
tics. In contrast, government institutions, ideological parties, and the other 
trappings of modern politics sit lightly. The Ba‘th Party, as Stanley F. Reed has 
rightly observed, has become “a clan masquerading as a political party”;!8 and 
the same applies to much of the rest of the Western overlay in public life. 
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But using religious labels to identify political groups raises two possible 
‘misunderstandings. First, I am not implying that the policy advocated by a 
communal group derives from its theology; rather, religion is only one factor 
in a complex mix. That Maronites seek a separate state and the Greek Ortho- 
dox sympathize with Pan-Arabism results much less from their credos than 
from the fact that the former are geographically concentrated and the latter are 
dispersed. The ‘Alawi-Sunni confrontation that shaped Syrian politics from the 
mid-1960s culminated centuries of conflict, economic and social as well as 
religious. 

Second, although the members of a religious community usually hold a 
common position, they are never unanimous. Personal temperament, ideology, 
economics, and geography also influence an individual’s outlook. Contrary to 
their communities’ stands, some Christian Lebanese advocate close links 
between their country and Syria, while some Muslim Lebanese resist these. 
Although the impact of such dissidents tends to be small, the characterization 
of a community’s stand must not be understood to apply to all its members. 

Similarly, care must be taken not to equate the actions of the government 
with the views of its citizenry. All too often one reads about “Syria” doing this 
or “Egypt” doing that, whereas what is meant is “the rulers of Syria” or “the 
government of Egypt.” Authoritarian states require special caution; but even 
where democracy prevails, it is wise to distinguish the authorities from the 
citizenry. 

About the intricacy of this subject: The Japanese fondly believe that their 
culture is incomprehensible to outsiders, and it is indeed very subtle and 
diverse. But it can seem almost like child’s play compared to a small country 
like Lebanon, for Japan is nearly one homogeneous whole, while the Levant 
consists of an extraordinary variety of peoples and cultures. The adjective 
Levantine applies well to the political realm, for the area at the eastern end of 
the Mediterranean involves intricacies on many levels. 

There is Syria and Greater Syria, Mount Lebanon and Greater Lebanon, 
Transjordan and Jordan. Alexandretta and Hatay are the same place, as are 
the West Bank and Judea and Samaria. The Parti Populaire Syrien and the 
Syrian Social Nationalist Party are the same organization,!9 while Pan- 
Syrianism and Syrian nationalism are the same ideology.?° Rivalries abound: 
French and British, European and Middle Eastern, Sunni and Shi‘i, Arab and 
non-Arab, Muslim and Christian, Sunni and non-Sunni, Hashimi and Sa‘udi, 
Faysal and ‘Abdallah, monarchist and republican, Pan-Syrianist and Pan- 
Arabist. 

These intricacies inhere in the subject. As British prime minister David 
Lloyd George wrote about the negotiations that followed World War I: 


In some respects the settlement of the Turkish Empire presented greater diffi- 
culties than that of any other enemy country. There was a greater variety of 
races and religions to be dealt with. They were more hopelessly intermingled 
without any trace or hope of merger. There were historical complications 
which had never been unraveled. There were the jealousies of Powers, each of 
them with real or imaginary interests—historical, religious, financial or 
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territorial—in some corner of this dilapidated Empire. There was a wilderness 
of decay and ruin.?! 


A word on the negative tone of this study. Tension, problem, conflict, and 
similar words fill the pages. With such a gloomy text, an author has to ques- 
tion whether his approach is overly pessimistic. Reflecting on this question 
brings me to the conclusion that the twentieth-century history of the Levant 
calls for this tone. Lloyd George’s literal “wilderness of decay and ruin” disap- 
peared in the years after World War I, only to be replaced by its political 
equivalent. A wide range of fundamental disagreements and deeply unsettled 
identities characterizes the political life of Greater Syria. It has been one of the 
most consistently volatile regions in the world. An author must contend with 
these facts. 

On a personal note, my immersion in Pan-Syrian history and my efforts to 
bring attention to it in no sense imply an endorsement of the ideology. Quite 
the contrary. I am convinced that there is no such thing as a Syrian nation. 
(Nor, for that matter, is there an Arab nation.) The strong communal identities 
of the residents repudiate such an affiliation, as does the absence of a Syrian 
polity at any time in the region’s long history. Egypt fits the definition of a 
nation; Greater Syria never has and never will. My views roughly correspond 
to those of William Yale, a member of the American commission sent to 
ascertain Syrian opinion in 1919, who noted that “the Moslems of Palestine 
and Syria have been united on a program which superficially has every sign of 
being Syrian nationalism, but which is basically Islamic.”22 Pan-Syrianism has 
force to the extent that it reflects sectarian sentiment or raison d’ état, but there 
is no Greater Syrian nation. 


This page intentionally left blank 


I 


GREATER SYRIA 
IN HISTORY 


This page intentionally left blank 


Background and Changes 


I haven’t yet come across one spark of national feeling: it is all sects and 
hatreds and religions. 
Freya Stark, 1928 


If ever there was a country in which every conceivable influence, divine and 
mundane, physical and moral, inherent and extraneous, militated against 
national unity and the formation of a patriotic sentiment, that country was 
Syria before 1914. 

Edward Atiyah, 1946! 


Historic Syria to 1918 
What Is Syria? 


The name Syria derives from the Semitic term Siryon. In the Bible (Deuteron- 
omy 3.9), this refers to Mount Hermon. Syria is originally a Greek word; its 
probable first literary use occurs in Aeschylus’s Persae (84), written in 472 B.C. 
Herodotus, writing about 440 B.C., used Syria loosely in the Histories to refer 
to Cappadocia. In the Hellenistic period, the Greeks used the term Coele Syria 
to refer to the area between the Mediterranean and the Euphrates River, 
distinguishing it from the part of Syria in Mesopotamia. The Seleucids of the 
third century B.C. also used the term vaguely to mean what is now called 
Southwest Asia.2 The Romans first used this term to refer to what came to be 
the standard area—“those regions of the Near East between Asia Minor and 
Egypt which belonged to the Roman Empire.”3 The Byzantines subsequently 
adopted the Roman usage. 

Arabians conquered historic Syria in the seventh century A.D. Although 
they brought with them new names—Ash-Sham (the North),4 Bilad ash-Sham 
(the country of Sham), Barr ash-Sham (the land of Sham)—they exactly 
retained the Romans’ meaning.° 

Disregarding the Arabic term, Europeans continued to use the name Syria 
(or Surie) through the centuries. (By similar token, they retained the names 
Persia, Egypt, and Albania for what local peoples called Iran, Misr, and 
Shqiperia.) With the expansion of European influence, the term Suriya—an 
Arabic form of the Greek name—was introduced in Arabic and Turkish, 
probably by Protestant missionaries. As early as 1825, a farewell letter of 
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Jonas King to his “brethren in Palestine and Syria,” used the word Suriya. The 
term gained currency in the mid-nineteenth century. Thus, the Syrian Society 
for the Acquisition of the Sciences and the Arts ( Jam‘iya Suriya li-Iktisab 
al--Ulum wa’l-Funun) came into existence in 1847 and lasted until 1850. 
Founded by three American missionaries, it consisted only of Christian mem- 
bers. The Syrian Scholarly Society (al-Jam‘tya al-‘Ilmtya as-Surtya), founded in 
1868, included Muslims as well.7 Butrus al-Bustani, a leading figure in the 
development of Syrian consciousness, published a newspaper in 1860 called 
Nafir Suriya (“The Trumpet of Syria”). A book titled Kharabat Suriya (“The 
Ruins of Syria”) appeared in Beirut in 1861. 

The word then took hold. Muhammad Abu’s-Su‘ud al-Hasibi referred to 
Syria in a history written sometime after 1868.8 Ilyas Dib Matar wrote a 
History of the Syrian Kingdom in 1874, and Jurji Yanni wrote a History of 
Syria seven years later.? Though nonpolitical in outlook, these books concen- 
trated attention on the concept of Syria and in so doing encouraged the emerg- 
ing Syrian national consciousness. Ottoman officials initially opposed the use 
of the term Syria, but eventually they, too, accepted it and even used it 
officially. 

Historically, the name Syria refers to a region far larger than the one 
presently contained by the state called Syria. At minimum, that Syria includes 
an irregular rectangle bounded by the Mediterranean Sea in the west, the 
Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains in the north, and the Syrian, Arabian, and 
Sinai deserts in the east and south. In terms of today’s political units, historic 
Syria comprises all of four states—Syria, Jordan, Israel, and Lebanon—as well 
as the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and substantial portions of southeastern 
Turkey. 

Europeans saw Transjordan, Palestine, and Lebanon firmly included in 
Syria, but they tended to define Syria minimally. Thus, the French traveler 
Volney wrote in 1787 that Syria comprised “the area included between two 
lines, one drawn from Alexandretta to the Euphrates, the other from Gaza (in 
the Arabian Desert) to the desert in the east.”!° In 1837, Georg Wilhelm 
Friedrich Hegel wrote, “in Syria we have Jerusalem.” Sarah Barclay Johnson 
entitled her 1858 book Hadji in Syria: or, Three Years in Jerusalem.1! The 
American University of Beirut, founded in 1866, was originally named the 
Syrian Protestant College. 

Europeans often used the term southern Syria to refer to Palestine. John 
Lewis Burckhardt noted in 1812 that the region around Salt (in northwest 
Jordan) had the best pasturage “of all southern Syria.”!2 The 1840 Conven- 
tion of London referred to the area around Acre as “the southern part of 
Syria.”13 H. B. Tristam posited the Nahr al-Kalb, just north of Beirut, as the 
boundary of southern Syria.!4 The eleventh edition of the Encyclopaedia Bri- 
tannica, published in 1911, explained that Palestine “may be said generally to 
denote the southern third of the province of Syria.” 15 

Some observers, mostly those of Middle East origins, saw Syria as a yet 
larger entity. According to an Egyptian historian writing in the early nine- 
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teenth century, a person born in El Arish (at the north of the Sinai Peninsula) is 
one of the Syrians.!6 The General Syrian Congress of 1919 defined Syria to 
include large parts of Iraq and Saudi Arabia.17 The French government at that 
time included Cilicia in Syria, as did Benoit Aboussouan, writing in 1925.18 
Antun Sa‘ada, founder of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP), initially 
defined Syria within the minimal borders; later he added the Sinai Peninsula, 
all of Iraq, and even Cyprus.!9 With one exception, these larger boundaries 
attracted little support and had no practical importance; that exception was 
the joining of Iraq and Syria into a single unit, dubbed the “Fertile Crescent.” 

The many sizes and shapes ascribed to Syria point to a key geographical 
fact; like Germany, historic Syria has no firm natural boundaries hallowed by 
age. Instead, its contours change with each war, diplomat, or theorist. To 
make matters even more fluid, some divisions are more clearly delineated 
within the region than outside it. Small as it is, the Jordan River has historically 
made residents of the west and east banks “strangers, or enemies, to each 
other.”2° Alexander W. Kinglake noted during a trip in 1834-35 that the 
Jordan “is a boundary between the people living under roofs and the tented 
tribes that wander on the further side.”2! In short, Israel differs more from 
Jordan than does Jordan from Iraq. A geographer can draw a line between the 
Maronite and Sunni areas of Lebanon with more confidence than between 
Syria and Turkey. For centuries, Aleppo and Damascus served as capitals of 
rival regions. 

This said, ecology and culture (but not politics) give historic Syria some 
cohesion. Like Egypt, Arabia, Yemen, and the other large traditional units of 
the Middle East, Syria has geographic boundaries and ecological characteris- 
tics that make it distinct from adjoining areas. With the sea on one side and the 
desert on the other, it is “rather like an isthmus, comparable to the Panama 
isthmus between North and South America—an isthmus between Anatolia to 
the north and Egypt to the south, about five hundred miles long and about 
seventy-five miles wide, with the geographical features running north and 
south.”22 Syria makes up the western part of the Fertile Crescent, a dry region 
that supports life when—and only when—tended with great care. Geogra- 
phers recognized the cohesion of the area. According to one, Emmanuel de 
Martonne, from the Sinai desert to Alexandretta, the country has “the same 
physical structure, the same climatic phenomena,” while “vegetation, culture, 
and human societies obey the same laws.”23 

As de Martonne suggests, culture also defines Syria; its residents have 
important qualities in common. They share a physical typology and an 
extended family structure. They speak Arabic with a distinctive lilt and prepare 
foods in a similar fashion. As a Syrian explained in 1919 to the Paris Peace 
Conference, “Apart from language, the factors welding this nation into one are 
the soil on which it has sprung up, whence it has derived similarity of physical 
and moral form and been inspired by the same ideals; its traditions and cus- 
toms; its common fate throughout the course of centuries; and, above all 
perhaps, its sufferings.”24 Less poetically, the General Syrian Congress justi- 
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fied its demand for a united Syria on the basis that “the people speak Arabic; 
they are intermarried and have many links of kinship; and commerce has for 
ages moved freely between them.”25 

Though universally recognized for more than two thousand years as a 
cohesive region, Syria is not a polity. It never acquired political form as a single 
state containing only Syria and nothing else. In this, it resembles New England 
or Scandinavia (or Germany and Italy before unification); like them, it is a 
region that exists outside politics. The closest a state came to covering precisely 
the area of Syria was for some years in the second century B.c. under the 
Seleucid kings. Also, the area as a whole was ruled from within for ninety 
years, A.D. 660—750, though it was then but a corner of the immense Umayyad 
Empire. Except for these two brief periods, Syria was usually the province of 
an empire based elsewhere, though parts were occasionally independent. A 
Syrian patriot wrote in 1912: “Its glories were the undoing of Syria; it hardly 
left the control of one master before it fell under that of another. . . . If Syria 
was never united, it is because it always had masters, never a proper 
government. ”26 

From 1516 to 1918, Syria made up a small portion of the Ottoman Empire, 
the state based in Constantinople that extended from central Europe to south- 
ern Arabia. Ottoman rulers divided Syria into a variety of administrative dis- 
tricts during those four centuries. After 1864, these consisted of three vilayets 
(Aleppo, Damascus, and Beirut); the province of Jerusalem; and the mutasar- 
rifiya of Mount Lebanon.27 Except for the Maronite region of Mount Leba- 
non, which enjoyed a special cohesion and autonomy, these units had little 
more than administrative significance. They had no greater political meaning 
than the circuit court districts in the United States. Nor did they interfere with 
communications; people and goods freely traversed administrative lines. 

It is important to emphasize that the territorial concepts in existence 
today—Palestine, Israel, Jordan, Syria, the Arab world—did not appear until 
very late in the Ottoman period; and Lebanon existed only in embryo. 


A Splintered Society 


Not only does Syria have no history as a state, but its residents historically did 
not consider themselves members of a Syrian nation. The area’s unique fea- 
tures militated against any sense of common purpose. The location of Syria 
makes it a crossroads for conquering armies; the mountainous terrain (“less 
favorable to the administrator than to the outlaw and heretic”)28 makes it a 
refuge for vanquished and oppressed peoples; holiness makes it a destination 
for pilgrims and pioneers. These factors go far to explain the region’s charac- 
teristic religious and ethnic diversity. 

Syria hosts an extraordinarily full representation of the three major mono- 
theisms; a remnant of almost every Middle East schism and heterodoxy lives 
on there. Muslim groups include Sunnis and Shi‘is, the latter dividing into the 
Twelver and Sevener branches, known locally as Mutawalis and Isma‘ilis. 
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the whole of Greater Syria, though parts of it were only loosely controlled. 
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Among the Christian groups, the Eastern Orthodox are split into Greek and 
Syrian (Jacobite) branches. Catholics divide into five Uniate Churches—Greek 
(Melkite), Syrian, Armenian, Chaldaean (Nestorian), and Maronite—as well 
as the Latin rite. Other Christians include the Armenians (Gregorian church), 
Nestorians (Assyrians), and Protestants. Jews include the indigenous Sephar- 
dim and immigrant Ashkenazim. 

Syria is a haven for minorities. It boasts Lebanon, the only Christian-ruled 
state of the Middle East, and Israel, the only country in the world where Jews 
form a majority of the population. Three religions are unique to Syria: the 
Samaritans, an early Jewish offshoot; and the “Alawis and Druze, two secretive 
breakaway sects of Shi‘ism. Many minor religions find a home in Syria. These 
include the Yazidis, a people living in the northeast of Syria, and the Ahl-i 
Haqq, a heresy of Islam; both of these also keep their doctrines secret. The 
Baha’i religion makes its headquarters in Haifa. 

Several communal groups speak languages other than Arabic. Groups of 
Sunni Muslims speak Kurdish, Circassian, and Turkic, while Christian sects 
speak Armenian, Assyrian, and Syriac. In the course of the twentieth century, 
some Lebanese dropped Arabic for French, while Sephardic Jews abandoned 
Arabic and Ladino in favor of Hebrew; Ashkenazi Jews brought Yiddish and 
other European languages. 

Some communities, especially the Greek Orthodox, are spread throughout 
Syria. Others have the advantage of being “compact minorities”29 and are able 
to exert their will over a specific piece of land; these include the Druze, “Alawis, 
and Shi‘is, and most especially the Maronites. 

Syria contains probably the most fractured population in the world. One 
Pan-Syrian nationalist goes so far as to call the region’s heterogeneity its 
“trademark.”3° Robert de Caix, an architect of French mandatory policy, 
referred to confessionalism as the “virtual nationality” of Lebanon.3! Parts of 
historic Syria, such as Alexandretta and Lebanon, have no majority popula- 
tion, only pluralities; and, as Table 1 shows, Syria as a whole has a virtual 
parity between Sunni Arabs and other peoples. 

This plethora of ethnic and religious groups has deeply influenced public 
life in Syria. Historically, each religious community enjoyed strong internal 
bonds and lived as separately as it could from the others. Except for specific 
commercial or political purposes, communities did not cooperate, and there 
certainly was no sense of common identity as Syrians. Residents of Syria 
directed their first loyalties to the family; then came other genealogical rela- 
tions, as well as religious, ethnic, regional, linguistic, ecological, and class ties. 
Other than a weak allegiance of Sunnis to the Ottoman overlord in Constan- 
tinople, ties to the state were almost nonexistent. 

Communal relations in Syria were not the best. Isabel Burton, who lived 
some time in Damascus, exaggerated only slightly in summing up the 
hostilities: 

These various religions and sects live together more or less, and practise their 

conflicting worships in close proximity. Outwardly, you do not see much, but 
in their hearts they hate one another. The Sunnites excommunicate the Shiahs, 
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Table 1. Population of Greater Syria 


Total Population Sunni Arab Population Sunni Arab (%) 

Alexandretta 923,0004 92,000 10° 
Gaza Strip 483,000¢ 478,000 994 
Israel 3,960,000¢ 475,000 12‘ 
Jordan 3,419,000¢ 3,145,000 928 
Lebanon 2,598,000¢ 623,000 24f 
Syria 9,739,000¢ 5,300,000 548 
West Bank 875,000¢ 831,000 954 
TOTAL 21,997,000 10,944,000 50 


m 


a. Estimate for 1983 from Başbakanlık Devlet İstatistik Entstitüsü, Genel Nüfus Sayımı: Nüfusun Sosyal ve 


Ekonomik Nitelikleri (Ankara: Devlet İstatisik Entstitüsü Matbaası, 1982), Vol. 31, p. 3. 


. Elizabeth Picard, “Retour au Sandjak,” Maghreb-Machrek, January—March 1983, p. 55. 
. Estimates for 1983 from Michael K. Roof and Keven G. Kinsella, Palestinian Population: 1950 to 1984 


(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985), pp. 22, 26. 


. Israel Defense Forces, Census of Population 1967: West Bank of the Jordan, Gaza Strip and Northern Sinai, 


Golan Heights (Jerusalem: Central Bureau of Statistics, 1967), pp. XI—XII. 


. Estimates for 1983 from U.S. Bureau of Census, World Population 1983 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Bureau of 


the Census, 1983). 


. Derived from Appendix B in R. D. McLaurin, ed., The Political Role of Minority Groups in the Middle East 


(New York: Praeger, 1979). 


. See below, p. 151. 


and both hate the Druzes; all detest the Ansariyyehs [‘Alawis]; the Maronites 
do not love anybody but themselves, and are duly abhorred by all; the Greek 
Orthodox abominate the Greek Catholics and the Latins; all despise the 
Jews.32 


Out of this came a splintered society. In the Ottoman period, Europeans 


and Westernized Syrians often remarked on the absence of Syrian solidarity or 
national sentiment. Testimony on this subject is unanimous. Lord Shaftsbury 
wrote in 1853 that Syria was “a country without a nation.” The well-informed 
author of a British travel guide to Syria noted in the mid-nineteenth century 
that “patriotism is unknown. There is not a man in the country, whether Turk 
or Arab, Mohammedan or Christian, who would give a para [penny] to save 
the empire from ruin; that is if he be not in government pay. . . . The patrio- 
tism of the Syrian is confined to the four walls of his own house; anything 
beyond them does not concern him.”33 Gertrude Bell, a knowledgeable British 
observer, wrote in 1907 that “Syria is merely a geographical term correspond- 
ing to no national sentiment in the breasts of the inhabitants.”34 K. T. 
Khairallah noted in 1912 that 


Syrian society did not exist in the past. There was nothing but distinct and 
often hostile groups. It was a vast cluster of disparate elements brought 
together through conquest and held together under one authority by terror 
and tyranny. Each element jealously retained its traditions, customs, and live- 
lihood, ignoring that of its neighbor. If anything was known, it was the better 
to feed hatred and excite fanaticism. Society was based on a despotism of 
brutal force modeled on that of the ruler.?* 
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Writing in 1915, T. E. Lawrence observed about the residents of Greater Syria: 


Autonomy is a comprehensible word, Syria is not, for the words Syria and 
Syrian are foreign terms. Unless he has learnt English or French, the inhabitant 
of these parts has no word to describe all his country. Syria in Turkish (the 
word exists not in Arabic) is the province of Damascus. Sham in Arabic is the 
town of Damascus. An Aleppine always calls himself an Aleppine, a Beyrouti a 
Beyrouti and so on down to the smallest villages. 

This verbal poverty indicates a political condition. There is no national 
feeling. Between town and town, village and village, family and family, creed 
and creed, exist intimate jealousies.3° 


Lawrence was mistaken about Syria not existing in Arabic; but his observation 
indicates how little used was this novel term as late as World War I. This 
situation changed only with the Arab Revolt, European occupation of Syria, 
and Faysal’s Syrian kingdom. The chief of French information in the Middle 
East wrote in early 1918 that “it was absolutely impossible to create a native 
Syrian kingdom, even one with illusionary power.” Divided into many 
“nations and nationalities, Syria, from a political point of view, was like 
dust.”37 

Scholars concur. Jacques Weulersse, the foremost student of Syrian rural 
life, observed in 1946 that 


for the peasant, the state is largely arbitrary, something that engages neither 
his life nor his heart; it is an inevitable curse that afflicts him. His absolute lack 
of patriotism is so striking because the reflexes of our [French] peasants are 
essentially patriotic. One searches vainly among Oriental [i.e., Syrian] peas- 
ants for the sacredness of the border or the holy defense of the ancestral land. 

His concept of the world does not extent beyond his tribe. . . . He knows 
no other community but that of religion. Interrogate a peasant in the Jazira, in 
the Anti-Lebanon, or in Ajlun, ask who he is, and he will reply that he is of this 
or that tribe, of this or that village, a Muslim, Christian Orthodox, or Druze; 
never will he tell you spontaneously that he is Iraqi, Syrian, Lebanese, or 
Jordanian. ... 

In the course of time, the state and the countryside have, in the Orient, 
followed different paths. The political organism has systematically ignored the 
rural populaces and the latter have reciprocated, This divorce has resulted in a 
paradoxical situation: on the one hand, states without national territory, 
peoples, or patriotism; on the other, amorphous and indifferent peasant 
masses. States without land are matched by peasants without a nation 
(patrie) 38 


Moshe Ma’oz notes that “Syrian socio-political life was characterized by the 
lack of a strong central government, a multitude of regional power centers, 
political administrative splits, social seclusion, and communal, religious, 
regional, and social contrasts.” 39 

The Sunnis of Syria, with their powerful sense of enfranchisement and 
superiority, stood out within the mix of peoples. Although making up only half 
the population of Syria, Sunnis constituted a majority in the Middle East at 
large. Beyond numbers, Sunnis had a unique sense of seeing themselves not as a 
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community but as the dominant people. As the ruling elite of the Ottoman 
Empire, they were the nonethnics in a heterogeneous society—like Anglo- 
Saxon Protestants in the United States. Their special status was acknowledged 
by their often being called “Islam” and nothing more. In contrast, other 
religious groupings were but sects, tolerated to one degree or another, enjoying 
more or less political weight. This led to an assumption that Sunnis, and not 
Shi‘i Muslims (much less the Christians), had a right to rule. Supporting this 
view was the fact that between 636 and 1917, Sunnis had indeed ruled Syria, 
with just a few exceptions (the Fatimids and Crusaders in parts of Syria in 
978—1078 and 1097—1291; also, from the early nineteenth century, Mar- 
onites and Druze controlled parts of Lebanon). 

But minority peoples in Syria became increasingly unwilling to accept con- 
tinued Sunni domination from the early 1800s. They sought power commensu- 
rate with their half of the population. Two developments allowed the minor- 
ities to stake a new position. Local Christians took advantage of their close 
connections to Europe, especially France, to force a new set of relations on the 
Sunni Muslims. Soon after, other groups, such as the Druze and Jews, followed 
the Christian example. Sunnis increasingly resented the behavior of uppity 
minorities; communal relations in Syria plummeted as conflict between Sunni 
Arabs and the minorities came to characterize the region’s political life. And 
this applied not just to the well-known case of the Jews but also to the Mar- 
onites, Druze, Twelver Shi'a, and ‘Alawis. 

Second, the encounter with nationalism—that European ideology that 
holds that the state should represent a culturally cohesive people—caused an 
upheaval in Syrian politics. Nationalism had revolutionary implications for the 
Muslims, bringing in a whole new way of looking at the state. It emphasized 
language and territory, two essentially apolitical traits for Muslims, and it 
prescribed equality for all members of the nation, regardless of religion, 
_ thereby dismissing the most basic and ancient political division. It called for 
the transformation of a cultural region into a political union. 

The presence of strongly defined religious groups in Syria raised a major 
question. What was the nation to which the Christians belonged? Did each 
denomination constitute a separate nation? Did all the Christians of Syria 
make a single nation? Was the population of the Christian-dominated area 
(i.e., Mount Lebanon) a nation? All Syrians? All residents of the Fertile Cres- 
cent? All Arabic speakers in Asia? All Arabic speakers, regardless of place? 

The Christians developed ideologies to support three of these concepts: 
Lebanese separatism emphasized the Christian-dominated region, Pan-Syri- 
anism stressed Syria, and Pan-Arabism dwelt on the Arabic-speaking peoples. 
Even if tactics differed—Lebanese separatism created new barriers, while Syr- 
ian and Arab nationalism bridged old distinctions—all three offered a way to 
eliminate the Sunnis’ historic dominance and the minorities’ historic subjuga- 
tion. 

The nationalist idea first arrived in Syria in the mid-nineteenth century, 
brought from Europe by Middle East Christians who saw it as an instrument 
to improve their inferior status. Sunni Muslims absorbed these ideas within a 
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few decades. As Western ideologies impinged, Sunnis too began to feel a need 
to define the nation to which they belonged. Because they were dealing with 
radically unfamiliar matters, Muslims tended to follow the lead of Middle East 
Christians. And while the Muslims almost universally rejected Lebanese sepa- 
ratism, Islamicized versions of Syrian and Arab nationalism appealed to them. 

For both Christians and Muslims before World War I, these three concep- 
tions were to a fair degree compatible and overlapping. As Albert Hourani 
observed: 


The supporters of Syrian nationalism were proud of their Arab culture, had 
connexions with the “Party of Decentralization,” and took part in the Arab 
Congress of 1913; at the same time, they argued for the de facto independence 
of Lebanon. Similarly, those who spoke in terms of Arab nationalism often 
had a special feeling for the human community of Syria, and when asking for 
Arab autonomy thought primarily of Syria, with Damascus at its centre. The 
advocates of independent Lebanon, it is true, tended to think in terms of 
Muslims and Christians rather than Arabs and Turks, and wished to be inde- 
pendent of Damascus no less than Constantinople; they saw Lebanon as a 
Mediterranean country linked with western Christendom. But at the same 
time they were jealous of the autonomy of the eastern Catholic Churches, 
proud of the Arabic language and its literature, aware that they could not turn 
their backs on their Syrian and Arab hinterland of economic and cultural 
influence. There was no need, before 1914, for lines to be sharply drawn: all 
groups had a common interest in changing the policy of the [Ottoman] gov- 
ernment, and none of them seemed near to securing independence in any 
form.7° 


Before these ideas could crystallize, however, World War I permanently 
upset the small, sheltered world of Syria. The outbreak of war meant having to 
choose sides and preparing for possible independence. 


Dividing Historic Syria, 1918—1923 


The decade from 1914 to 1924 was the formative period for Greater Syria, as 
well as the rest of the Middle East. The Ottoman Empire fell, European powers 
moved in, boundaries were delineated, and new states came into existence, all 
in ten years. Virtually every Middle Eastern political movement of the twen- 
tieth century, including Pan-Syrianism, got started during that decade. 


The Syrian Kingdom 


Modern Syrian political history begins with the First World War, when Syria 
abruptly emerged from “the shabby obscurity of an Ottoman province”*! to 
become the focus of wide international concern. At the center of this transfor- 
mation was the British government’s effort to build alliances for its war effort 
against Germany. Toward this end, it made vaguely worded promises of Syrian 
territory to three different parties. In the Husayn-McMahon correspondence, 
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ten letters exchanged between July 1915 and March 1916, London promised 
portions of Syria to the Ottoman governor of Mecca, the Sharif al-Husayn. In 
the Sykes-Picot Agreement of May 1916, it divided Syria with France. In the 
Balfour Declaration of November 1917, it endorsed “the establishment in 
Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.” 

British forces took control of the area from the Mediterranean Sea to Iran 
in a quick campaign that began with the Arab Revolt of June 1916 and ended 
with the conquest of Aleppo in October 1918. For the campaign in Syria, the 
British allied with forces from the Arabian peninsula led by Prince Faysal, the 
son of Sharif al-Husayn. The British agent with the Arabs was T. E. Lawrence, 
who later famously described his efforts in Seven Pillars of Wisdom. The 
British forces stopped short of Damascus, allowing Faysal to take the city and 
establish the Arab Military Government in Syria. With this act, the British 
indicated their favor of an Arab—not a French—administration in Damascus, 
while enhancing Faysal’s stature. 

But the Arabs controlled only part of the area that fell under British con- 
trol. In an effort to meet their commitments to Arab, Frenchman, and Zionist, 
the British divided Syria into three military administrations, called Occupied 
Enemy Territory Administrations (OETAs). Britons ran a zone roughly equiv- 
alent to what later became Israel; the French received the coastal region 
between what are now Israel and Turkey; and Prince Faysal received Transjor- 
dan as well as everything away from the Mediterranean in today’s Lebanon 
and Syria. Despite this sharing of duties, there was no doubt of ultimate 
power; the commander of the British forces, General Edmund Allenby, had 
command over all three zones, and the Union Jack alone flew over his 
residence. 

To the Sunni Arabs who had joined the British, the division of Syria into 
three zones was both unexpected and disappointing. Called to arms to replace 
Turkish rule with a united Arab state, they expected Arab rule over the whole 
of historic Syria. This remained Faysal’s goal. Although he served under 
Allenby, he hoped to gain control of the entire area of Syria, including the 
zones under British and French administration. With Allenby’s assent, Faysal 
formally announced this intention just two days after arriving in Damascus. “I 
proclaim . . . in the name of our master, King al-Husayn, the formation of an 
absolutely independent, constitutional, and unblemished Arab government in 
Syria that includes the whole of Syria.”42 

Faysal’s declaration marks the first operative assertion of Pan-Syrian goals, 
Despite his confident tone, it was but a futile hope; in this, the first call for 
Syrian unity foreshadowed the plethora of Pan-Syrian statements that followed 
in subsequent decades. 

To calm the mounting displeasure of Sunni Muslims about the division of 
Syria, the British and French governments jointly issued a declaration in 
November 1918, during the last week of the war. In it, they asserted that the 
OETA zones had only military significance and promised “to put an end to the 
divisions too long exploited by Turkish policy.”43 This was, in effect, a pledge 
to unite Syria. Soon thereafter, French foreign minister Stéphen Pichon pri- 
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Figure 4. The Three OETA Zones in November 1918 After the conquest ot Aleppo in 
October 1918, the British government established three military administrations, called 
Occupied Enemy Territory Administrations. The inland one was controlled by Faysal 
from Damascus. 


vately confirmed France’s concern for Syrian unity at a closed session of the 
Paris Peace Conference in March 1919. He stated that “France strongly pro- 
tested against any idea of dividing Syria. Syria had geographical and historic 
unity.”44 Publicly, he declared in October 1919 that the postwar peace settle- 
ment “must not lead to the partition of Syria.”45 

These fine words meant little, however, for the French government wanted 
Syria for itself. It had several motives. On the deepest level, the Crusades still 
rankled; many Frenchmen sought revenge for the losses of centuries earlier. 
(This was symbolized by the actions of General Henri Gouraud, the conqueror 
of Syria. On entering Damascus in July 1920, he allegedly went straight to the 
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tomb of the Muslim leader who had defeated the Crusades in 1187 and 
announced: “Saladin, nous voici de retour!”)46 At the same time, the French 
deluded themselves into thinking they had a strong position in the area: the 
usually perceptive Robert de Caix argued in 1915 that Syria would take “no 
effort at conquest, for all we have to do is reap the fruit of seven centuries of 
French activities.”47 More recently, the French had invested prestige in pro- 
tecting the Christians of Syria and spreading French culture in the region 
through an ambitious network of schools. 

Practical concerns also weighed on the decision to demand control over 
Syria. French money was committed for such major projects in Syria as 
the building of railroad and port facilities. The Paris government disliked the 
presence of a British protégé, Faysal, in Damascus;48 it needed to protect the 
French position along the coast; and ties to the Maronites impelled it to heed 
their fears of an independent Sunni Arab kingdom in Damascus. For all these 
reasons, strong French currents held that Syria should become the cultural and 
economic preserve of France.*9 

Thus, Faysal and the French were in competition for the same piece of 
territory. They agreed that Syria should be under a single rule while disagree- 
ing on who the ruler should be. In contrast, the British, Maronites, and Zion- 
ists wanted the area divided. 

In the end, French opposition to Faysal’s plans partially turned the British 
around. To have backed Faysal would have meant a collision with France, and 
this the British were not about to do for a protégé, no matter how helpful. Lord 
Milner, the colonial secretary, expressed this sentiment candidly in private 
correspondence: “I am totally opposed to the idea of trying to diddle the 
French out of Syria.”5° Prime Minister David Lloyd George put it even more 
directly: “For us, the friendship of France is worth ten Syrias.”5! 

Wisely, Prince Faysal did not wait for the Europeans to honor their prom- 
ises of Syrian unity but set up the embryo of a Sunni Arab government in 
Damascus. Although in theory he headed what General Edmund Allenby 
called a “purely provisional” military administration,52 Faysal quickly con- 
verted his command—which covered most of Syrian territory—into a civilian 
authority, the Arab Syrian Government. To strengthen his regime, Faysal 
sought support wherever he could. For example, on 3 January 1919, he 
reached an agreement with the Zionists. In return for Faysal’s promise “to 
encourage and stimulate immigration of Jews into Palestine on a large scale,” 
he won Zionist backing for his campaign against the French. (But his agree- 
ment was contingent on Britain keeping France out of Syria; and this not 
being done, the accord did not take effect.) In a letter of 1 March 1919 to the 
Zionist Felix Frankfurter, Faysal noted that “there is room in Syria for 
us both.”53 

Fearing that the military administrations would become permanent, Prince 
Faysal went to Paris in November 1918 and stayed there until April 1919. He 
attended the peace conference and implored the great powers for a unified and 
independent Syria. A Pan-Syrian contest of sorts developed between Faysal and 
some Syrian agents of the Quai d’Orsay. A leader of the latter, Shukri Ghanim, 
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delivered a long speech in February 1919 expressing the hope that there would 
be no “mutilation of our country, the unity of which has never been denied in 
spite of all the vicissitudes of its sad history.”54 

Sure of popular support for a united Syria, Faysal proposed to the peace 
conference that its members send a commission of inquiry to ascertain the 
wishes of the Syrian populace. The powers accepted this proposal in late 
March, to Faysal’s undiplomatic glee.55 

Negotiations with the French government almost resulted in an accord in 
mid-April. Both Faysal and Premier Georges Clemenceau sought to keep 
Lebanon and Syria together as a unit—Faysal called this area Greater Syria— 
but each wanted real authority over the whole of that area, and this difference 
in view precluded an agreement. 

Faysal returned to Damascus in April 1919 to prepare for the International 
Commission of Inquiry (commonly known as the King-Crane Commission). 
Calling for “a Syria within its natural borders,” he declared that “Syrians 
demand the independence of their natural homeland.”5° The General Syrian 
Congress (Al-Muw’tamar as-Suri al-“Amm, often translated into English as the 
Syrian National Congress) convened in July 1919 to prepare for the commis- 
sion of inquiry. The congress, which was attended by representatives from all 
parts of Syria, showed overwhelming support for Faysal’s demands. It pleaded 
in its report that “there be no separation of the southern part of Syria, known 
as Palestine, nor of the littoral western zone, which includes Lebanon, from the 
Syrian country.” In response, the King-Crane Commission recommended that 
“the unity of Syria be preserved, in accordance with the earnest petition of the 
great majority of the people of Syria.”57 

But this endorsement had no influence; according to Elie Kedourie, the 
report of the King-Crane Commission “was as ill-informed as its influence on 
policy was negligible.”°8 Instead, Lloyd George was concerned primarily with 
repairing relations with the powers. Improving relations was no easy matter; 
as Foreign Secretary Arthur James Balfour noted in August 1919, “France, 
England, and America have got themselves into a position over the Syrian 
problem so inextricably confused that no really neat and satisfactory issue is 
now possible for any of them.”5? In part, animosity aroused by the Syrian 
question had to do with it taking on the character of a personal feud between 
Lloyd George and Clemenceau. 

Simultaneous with the King-Crane inquiry, the leaders of an ‘Alawi revolt 
against the French made known their demands. The first was “agreement on 
the inclusion of the Syrian coast [i.e., Lebanon] within the Arab government in 
Syria, and the evacuation of French troops [from Lebanon].”6° 

For its part, the French government became increasingly emotional and 
intransigent on the issue of Syria. Faysal came to be viewed as a mere puppet of 
British imperialism, and his rule portrayed as contrary to the interests of either 
France or the Arabs. Thus, according to Maurice Barrés, a prominent com- 
mentator, “Prince Faysal has no business in Damascus, Homs, Hama, or 
Aleppo. France would know how to give these towns a government of Syrians. 
Who is Faysal for us or for the Syrians? An English man of straw, without title 
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or merit.”®! French emotions on the issue of Syria began to affect the whole 
tenor of Franco-British relations. 

In part to avert a degeneration in those relations and in part because he 
realized that British defenses had been overstretched by new responsibilities in 
the Middle East, Lloyd George gave in to French wishes. He decided in Sep- 
tember 1919 that Britain would withdraw its forces from Lebanon and Syria. 
They would be replaced, respectively, by the troops of France and of Faysal. 
After reminding the French that “the Arab people . . . were bitterly opposed to 
the partition of Syria,”®2 the British transferred their garrisons on the first of 
November 1919. In return, the French implicitly gave up on their plan to put 
together a Syrie intégrale. 

Faysal quickly recognized that Britain had left him to his fate. Knowing he 
lacked the military means to resist French forces (whose numbers in the area 
had increased from 2,000 in late 1918 to 180,000 in early 1920), Faysal 
undertook another round of diplomacy, going to Paris in October 1919 and 
negotiating again with Clemenceau. In January 1920, the two held their sec- 
ond talks within eight months, this time reaching an agreement. Faysal recog- 
nized a temporary French presence along the coast in return for Paris’s 
acknowledgment of Syrian unity and Faysal’s rule over the whole interior. The 
compromise came to naught, however. It met a very poor reception in Syria; 
and Clemenceau was replaced just two weeks later by a new premier who 
repudiated the agreement. 

Faysal’s power began to slip at this point in favor of his radical supporters. 
Under their pressure, he gave up on British support or French good will and 
instead convened a second General Syrian Congress in Damascus in March 
1920. Delegates from all parts of Syria not only proclaimed Faysal king of 
Syria but specifically included the British and French zones within his realm. 
“We unanimously proclaimed the complete and unconditional independence 
of our country Syria, including Palestine, within its natural boundaries.”®3 The 
congress also declared independence for Iraq and the twenty-nine Iraqis at the 
meeting proclaimed Prince ‘Abdallah, Faysal’s elder brother, king of Iraq. In 
effect, Faysal had ruled out further compromise with Paris. 

The congress stressed two themes—independence and unity for Syria— 
which then became central political passions during the French mandate. As 
Alaeddin Saleh Hreib wrote, “Every political demonstration, urban uprising, 
and rural revolt consistently made [these] two basic demands.”¢+ Of the two, 
unity had the greatest importance. According to George Antonius, “while 
there were many who were willing and even eager to see Independence 
qualified by a recourse to foreign assistance, none were for the slightest com- 
promise on the doctrine of Unity.” 65 

Faysal, now king, made further negotiations with Britain and France con- 
tingent on acknowledgment of the unity between Syria and Palestine. This had 
little consequence, however, as both imperial powers rejected the whole of the 
congress’s proclamation. Paris instructed the French high commissioner in 
Beirut to tell Faysal that the French government considered the declaration 
“null and void.”®* The British foreign secretary huffed that “Great Britain 
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does not recognize that any committee in Damascus has the right to speak 
about Palestine and Iraq.”67 As Paris prepared to remove Faysal, the British 
did nothing; indeed, they took some quiet satisfaction at the removal of the 
troublemakers in Damascus.®8 

In April 1920, British and French representatives met at San Remo and 
formalized their agreement of September 1919.6? In accordance with the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement, they split Syria into two parts, southern and northern, 
Britain taking the former and France the latter.7° Faysal in turn rejected these 
actions, but to no avail. The French army entered the Kingdom of Syria in July 
1920, crushing Faysal’s forces and forcing him to flee. Paris saw the conquest 
as permanent; later in 1920, the French prime minister replied to a question 
what part of Syria his government intended to rule and for how long: “The 
whole of it, and for ever.”7! San Remo had prevailed over Damascus. 


Imposing the Mandates 


The division of Syria into two mandates, British and French, was followed 
during the next three years by the creation of yet another six boundaries. 
Though exceedingly complex, the divisions of 1920 to 1923 bear close atten- 
tion, for a number of them remain in place to the present. Decisions taken on 
the spur of the moment for fleeting imperial interests endured long after the 
collapse of the European empires; indeed, the careless, arbitrary nature of 
these divisions continues to burden politics in historic Syria. With the excep- 
tion of Lebanon, the divisions corresponded neither to Ottoman provincial 
lines nor to any other boundaries. Indicative of their novelty was the need to 
refer back to ancient or medieval times to find names for some of these new 
entities—Iraq, Jordan, Palestine. 

The British called their half of Syria the “Mandate for Palestine” and in 
March 1921 subdivided this territory along the Jordan River into two further 
parts. Land to the west of the Jordan River became Palestine and was desig- 
nated for Jewish settlement. In May 1948, most of Palestine became the State 
of Israel. In the war following the declaration of Israel’s independence, Jordan 
took the piece of Palestine that came to be known as the West Bank, Egypt 
took the Gaza Strip, and Syria took a few villages. 

Land to the east of the Jordan River, Transjordan, had been ruled by King 
Faysal until July 1920. Subsequently, it became a power vacuum, for Paris did 
not claim this territory and London did not seek directly to control it (though 
the British authorities in Palestine tried very hard to get permission to do so). 
“At that moment,” reported Herbert Samuel, the British high commissioner of 
Palestine, “Trans-Jordan was left politically derelict.”72 Local residents set up 
their own governments, but these were limited in power and temporary in 
duration. 

When Faysal’s older brother, Prince “Abdallah, moved into Transjordan (en 
route to expelling the French from Damascus), Winston Churchill offered the 
area to him, and he accepted it. At the same time, Churchill determined that 
the Balfour Declaration would not apply to Transjordan, excluding Jewish 
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settlement there; this decision imbued the geographic division with religious 
significance. Transjordan became independent in March 1946 and was 
renamed Jordan in June 1949. Jordan acquired the West Bank in 1948 and lost 
it in 1967, when the country in effect reverted to Transjordan. 

The San Remo conference bestowed the northern half of Syria to France, 
which termed it the “Mandate for Syria and the Lebanon.” The mandate 
included territory up to the Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains in Anatolia; 
but French troops could not hold Cilicia against the Turkish forces of Mustafa 
Kemal Atatiirk, and Paris formally gave up this area in the Franklin-Bouillon 
Agreement of October 1921. Although still seen by some as a part of Syria, this 
northernmost region subsequently dropped out of the consciousness of most 
Pan-Syrian nationalists. 

Like London, Paris promptly subdivided the territory under its control into 
regions that carried clear religious connotations. Between September 1920 and 
March 1923, six new units came into existence: Lebanon, the state of 
Damascus, the government of Aleppo, the autonomous district of Latakia, the 
autonomous district of Jabal Druze, and the region of Alexandretta. In addi- 
tion, Jazira province, on the far side of the Euphrates River, had few connec- 
tions to Syria and was separately run by the French military. These units had 
the trappings of proto-states (issuing in some cases, for example, their own 
stamps) and in the normal course of colonial development would have become 
separate states at independence. 

The divisions were clearly an attempt to exploit ethnic and religious differ- 
ences. What French officials called la politique minoritaire isolated the Sunni 
Arabs in two regions, Aleppo and Damascus, where they formed about 85 
percent of the population. Elsewhere, Sunni Arabs constituted minorities— 
about 30 percent of Latakia, 20 percent of Lebanon, 10 percent of Alex- 
andretta, and 2 percent of Jabal Druze. Latakia was 60 percent “Alawi, 
Lebanon 55 percent Christian, Alexandretta a bit of everything (but mostly 
“Alawis and Sunni Turks), and Jabal Druze 90 percent Druze. 

Paris then disconnected two of these units. Lebanon became an indepen- 
dent republic in May 1926, gained sovereignty in November 1943, and gained 
full independence when the last French troops left in December 1946. As the 
price for a nonaggression pact with France just before the outbreak of war 
with Nazi Germany, the Turkish government took control of Alexandretta in 
June 1939 (renaming it Hatay). Both detachments aroused great opposition, 
especially among Sunni Arabs. The other four units were, over the next twenty 
years, joined together to form the modern state of Syria. Responding to local 
pressure, France unified Aleppo and Damascus in January 1925, adding 
Latakia in June 1942 and Jabal Druze in December 1944. Full evacuation of 
French troops from Syria took place on 15 April 1946. 

Why so many territorial cuts? They had several advantages for the British 
and French authorities. For one, they exacerbated communal tensions among 
the local population, easing European efforts to maintain control. Grateful for 
escaping Sunni rule, Zionists, Maronites, Druze, Shi‘is, and “Alawis had reason 
to want the mandatory power to stay; they therefore served the British and 
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Figure 5. Divisions in Greater Syria, 1920-23 Decisions taken on the spur of the 
moment for fleeting imperial interests led to the complex divisions of 1920—23. These 
bear close attention, for many of them remain in place to the present. 
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French. Second, some of the new polities, such as Jordan, Lebanon and 
Latakia, were so weak that they depended on European patronage to remain 
autonomous. In some cases, they needed help just to pay the bills. The Latakia 
region was ruled directly by French administrators. Third, the French hoped 
that putting strategically important areas in the hands of minorities would 
allow them to retain access to these regions even after the Sunnis gained 
independence. Finally, French concern for the Maronites must not be under- 
estimated; the creation of Lebanon fulfilled a Maronite dream, and the other 
divisions of French Syria reduced the Muslim threat to Lebanese independence. 

Syria takes on new meanings after 1920, when it refers (in addition to 
historic Syria) to the whole region under French mandate as well as the area it 
specifically designated as Syria. Then, after 1946, it means the Republic of 
Syria, the state with its capital in Damascus. To distinguish the historic terri- 
tory of Syria from these rump regions, several retronyms73 have been devised. 
The pre-1918 area is variously called Geographic Syria, Greater Syria, Historic 
Syria, Natural Syria, or United Syria; in Arabic, Sham and Bilad ash-Sham are 
also used. Greater Syria (Suriya al-Kubra) being the most familiar term in 
English, it is the one adopted here.74 The Syria of San Remo—the new state 
bounded by Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Jordan, and Israel—will be known simply 
as Syria; but where confusion with Greater Syria might arise, it will be called 
Lesser Syria.75 , 

To summarize these events: Though divided into administrative provinces 
in 1916, Greater Syria was an integral whole within the Ottoman Empire, and 
it appeared likely that the region would emerge from the war as a single polity. 
That it did not reflected British and French imperial needs. By 1923, two 
European powers had divided it into eight regions. In 1949, it had become four 
independent countries—two run by Muslims (Syria and Transjordan), one by 
Christians (Lebanon), one by Jews (Israel)—while small parts were ruled by 
Turkey and Egypt (Alexandretta and the Gaza Strip, respectively). The same 
region today contains eight political units: Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Israel, 
Alexandretta, the Golan Heights, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip. Many 
attempts have been made to eliminate the borders that Europeans had estab- 
lished, but so far all have failed. Rather than ease matters, the granting of 
independence solidified boundaries even more firmly. 

A final word about the divisions of 1918 to 1923: the British and French 
governments have been often—and justly—criticized for the manner in which 
they established themselves in the Levant. Their legacy remains heavy in the 
Middle East, as the divisions they created are still, after so many decades, the 
source of tension. Although control from Paris and London ended long ago, 
the heritage of their imperial needs continues to dominate public life in the 
Levant. A near-random geographic and ethnic hodgepodge froze into the sta- 
tus quo. (The deficiencies of the polity bequeathed by France and their influ- 
ence on public life in Lesser Syria are discussed in the first pages of Chapter 4.) 
But it is easier to criticize than to offer alternatives; even the passage of seventy 
years does not make clear what the powers should have done. With so many 
antagonistic local forces and so many allegiances, some elements had to domi- 
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nate and some had to lose, and the results in any case would probably not be 
much different from what they are in fact today. 


What Is the Nation? 


What President Woodrow Wilson described as “the whole disgusting scra- 
mble” for Syria7® ended with some of its inhabitants pleased and most of them 
resentful. Maronites and Zionists reacted most enthusiastically to the divi- 
sions; virtually their entire populations hoped to avoid Sunni Arab rule and so 
embraced Lebanon and Palestine. Conversely, Sunni Arabs despised the new 
boundaries. The rest of the population—other Christians, other Muslims, 
“Alawis, Druze—stood somewhere in between. In general, Christians favored 
the borders more than Muslims, while the geographically more compact 
minorities (Maronites, “Alawis, Druze, Shi‘is) accepted them more readily than 
did dispersed ones (such as the Greek Orthodox). 

The divisions aggravated traditional differences between the religious com- 
munities and introduced new tensions. Opponents of the new order feared the 
borders would obstruct the two Pan-Syrian goals of unity and independence. 
Reflecting this sentiment, the King-Crane Commission report argued that “the 
separation off of the Greater Lebanon . . . would intensify the religious differ- 
ences in Syria.”77 Less polite was a remark heard in the 1920s: “The British 
brought the Jews with their millions to Palestine, and the French brought the 
Armenians with their poverty and misery to Syria.”78 Dr. ‘Abd ar-Rahman 
Shahbandar, a prominent Sunni politician, termed the creation of an indepen- 
dent Lebanon part of an effort “to ignite confessional conflicts and to favor the 
minorities’ interests.”7? 

Further, territorial divisions transformed the three forms of nationalism 
that Christians had developed before World War I: Lebanese separatism, Pan- 
Syrianism, and Pan-Arabism. What had been speculative exercises within the 
context of the vast, hardly changing Ottoman Empire became urgent political 
questions in the mandatory period. Two developments had special impor- 
tance: first, religious communities opted to belong to different nations; then 
the emergence of ideological parties in the 1930s imbued all three variants with 
added force. Let us look at each of the three, plus two main alternatives, the 
Fertile Crescent plan and state nationalism. 


Lebanese Separatism 


Mount Lebanon is the region of Greater Syria with the longest tradition as a 
political entity; Lebanese separatism harks back to the polity created by the 





Figure 6. Greater Syria in 1949 The borders reached in 1949 have stayed the same, 
except that the Gaza Strip is no longer under Egyptian control, nor the West Bank 
under Jordanian control, nor the Golan Heights under Syrian rule. Further, Jerusalem 
has been united under Israeli rule. 
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Druze leader Fakhr ad-Din II at the end of the sixteenth century. Lebanese 
separatism flourished as a result of a conjunction of religion, ethnic affiliation, 
and geography. The most compact and militant of Christian groups, the Mar- 
onites, lived in Mount Lebanon, an inaccessible region which rarely came 
under the direct control of outside forces. 

The first autonomous Lebanese government, called the Mutasarrifiya, was 
established in Mount Lebanon in 1860. About the same time, Bishop Niqula 
Murad developed an ideology of Maronite nationalism. The Mutasarrifiya so 
insulated Mount Lebanon from the Ottoman Empire that most of its Christian 
inhabitants no longer considered themselves subjects of the emperor. Instead, 
they looked to France for protection and culture. But Maronites wanted more 
than the Mutasarrifiya; after 1860, they sought to expand their territory by 
adding regions to the north, east, and south, as well as the city of Beirut. 

The Maronites faced a conundrum: they could either add territory which 
would bring with it many non-Maronites, or they could keep Christians pre- 
dominant and Lebanon small. Achieving ideal boundaries meant losing the 
large Christian majority. Keeping Christian predominance meant remaining 
geographically tiny. In the end, Maronite separatists opted for the former. 
They won their maximalist goals in September 1920, when the French 
authorities delineated the boundaries of the present state of Lebanon. This new 
area had roughly twice the size of the Mutasarrifiya and included virtually all 
the Maronites had sought: Tripoli in the north, the Biqa‘ Valley to the east, 
Jabal ‘Amal to the south, and Beirut in the west. The pre-1920 area is known as 
Mount Lebanon and the post-1920 area as Greater Lebanon or simply 
Lebanon. 

Of course, the price of expansion was that many unwilling Muslims be- 
came Lebanese, sowing the seeds of the civil war that began in 1975. Already 
in 1920, wise heads anticipated the consequences of including Muslims in 
Christian-controlled Lebanon. Robert de Caix, a high-level French official, 
wrote that “creating a too large Lebanon is a serious error, visible even at the 
time when it is committed. . .. Greater Lebanon breeds an irredentism; we 
have made Lebanese many Muslims who do not want to be Lebanese.”8° But 
Maronites long remained oblivious to this danger. 

Rather, Maronites embraced the new Lebanon with enthusiasm, seeing it 
as the best way to avoid Sunni Arab rule. During the mandatory period, they 
worked for three political goals: remaining separate from Syria, retaining the 
new 1920 territories, and achieving independence from France. These were not 
easy tasks, for the Maronites needed French protection to fend off Sunni 
opposition to Lebanon, especially with its new provinces. To forward these 
ends, a number of Maronite organizations came into existence, the most 
important of which was the Phalanges Libanaises (Al-Kata’ib al-Lubnaniya), 
founded in 1936 by Pierre Jumayyil. The Phalanges defined their goals specifi- 
cally in opposition to Syrian and Arab nationalism; the organization was 
founded a year after the SSNP’s existence became known, part of a reaction to 
solidify the Lebanese state against its detractors. It was also directed against 
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Figure 7. The Mutasarrifiya of Mount Lebanon, 1860—1914 The Mutasarrifiya 
came into existence in 1860 to give the Maronites of Lebanon some automony within 
the Ottoman Empire. The region became the nucleus of the larger Lebanese unit created 
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Pan-Arabism; as Jumayyil wrote, “Lebanon is a ‘mission.’ And this mission is 
incompatible with that which the Arabs aspire generally to realize.”8! 

The Maronites did well for some decades; keeping the enlarged borders, 
Lebanon became a republic in 1926 and gained full independence in 1946. 
Maronites detached themselves from Greater Syria by virtue of having (like the 
Zionists) the necessary will, territorial base, organization, and European pa- 
tronage. Separatism could not work for other minorities, however. “Alawis and 
Druze tried to emulate the Maronites and win separate states for themselves, 
but they started too late and lacked the Maronites’ resources and connections 
to Europe. Lebanese separatism is thus a special case, with limited though 
intense appeal. 


Pan-Syrian Nationalism 


Unlike Lebanese separatism, which arose from a spontaneous and widespread 
desire of Maronites to be free of Muslim rule, Pan-Syrianism first appealed to 
the elites and then spread more widely. Jt developed as a response to European 
ideas, not as an articulation of the needs of a portion of the Syrian population. 
(For proof, note the quotations on pages 19-20.) Thus, Pan-Syrianism 
attracted support only slowly and sporadically before World War I. 

Its origins go back to the mid-nineteenth century. A Maronite intellectual, 
Butrus al-Bustani (1819—1883), was the first prominent thinker to stress Syria 
as a focus of loyalty. His writings, especially after the Druze-Maronite conflict 
of 1860, portrayed Syria as a distinct historical and geographical entity. The 
broadsheet he published, Nafir Suriya (“The Trumpet of Syria”), repeatedly 
appealed for loyalty to Syria as a way to circumvent endemic communal feud- 
ing. Bustani was quite precise about implications of the term Syria: it “is our 
fatherland . . . and the inhabitants of Syria, whatever their creed, sect, or race, 
are the sons of our fatherland.”82 The idea of a Syrian region had existed for 
millennia, but Bustani first connected it to the European concept of the nation. 
At the same time, he continued to see Syria within the Ottoman Empire. 

Political action also followed, though slowly. In 1877, the exiled Algerian 
leader “Abd al-Qadir al-Jaza’iri was contacted by Sunni leaders about the possi- 
bility of leading a movement for the independence of Greater Syria, and then 
becoming the region’s king, but he declined.83 An organization composed 
mainly of Sunni notables founded in Damascus in 1878, Independence of Syria 
(Istiqlal al-Bilad ash-Shamiya), was the first political movement to promote 
Pan-Syrianism, and it too looked to Jaza’iri as king of Syria.84 In 1880—81, 
anonymous placards appeared in the major cities of Syria calling for Pan- 
Syrian nationalism; two of the three extant texts began with the salutation “O 
Sons of Syria!” The third began with “O Sons of the fatherland [watan]!”85 

The Pan-Syrian ideology made little progress during the next twenty-five 
years, during the reign of Ottoman emperor “Abd al-Hamid II. The coming to 
power of the Young Turks in 1908, with their efforts at centralization and 
Turkification, prompted new political activism on behalf of historic Syria. 
Already in 1908, Christians had founded the Syrian Central Committee in 
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Paris with the goal of promoting a united Syria under French rule. Al-Fatat was 
founded in 1911, the Decentralization Society in 1912, the Reform Committee 
of Beirut in 1913, the Lebanese Revival in probably the same year, and the 
Central Committee for Reform and Defense of Syrian Interests in 1913. That 
same year, the Syrian Arab Congress met in Paris. Despite these activities, the 
sense of a Greater Syrian nation was still weak when World War I broke out. 

Greater Syria acquired a large and articulate following in the aftermath of 
World War I. Prince Faysal, Shukri Ghanim, the ‘Alawi rebels, and many other 
politicians subscribed to Pan-Syrian goals. Pro-French publicists were among 
the most prominent supporters. For example, George-Samné (a colleague of 
Ghanim’s) wrote in 1920: “Ask a Syrian, be he Druze, Muslim, Maronite, Jew, 
Orthodox, Catholic, be he from Beirut, Aleppo, Damascus, or Jerusalem, what 
he wants for his country, and he will reply: the independence and unity of 
Syria, a federal structure on democratic and secular bases.”8 Pan-Syrianism 
came into its own as an ideology only with Antun Sa‘ada, the Greek Orthodox 
intellectual who founded the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP), on which 
much more follows in Chapters 2 and 3. 


Pan-Arab Nationalism 


Early in the century, Arabs referred only to the Arabic speakers of Southwest 
Asia. Egyptians, North Africans, and Sudanese were excluded. Arabians were 
usually seen as too far away and so were ignored. For all practical purposes, 
the Pan-Arabist ideology addressed just Greater Syria and Iraq. As late as 
March 1936, a knowledgeable observer could write that 


The leaders of the [Pan-Arab] movement are themselves extremely vague as to 
the meanings they attach to the terms nation, nationalism, confederation or 
pan-Arabism. ... They will, on occasion, look upon Syria, Palestine and 
Transjordan as the Arab “nation” having a population of 5 million Arabs, or 
englobe the countries of Arabic-speaking peoples in Asia and think of a 
“nation” of 15 million Arabs. In more expansive moments they claim all 
Moslems as their brothers, and talk of an Arab people of 300 million.87 


The first Pan-Arab societies were founded in 1908, in response to the 
Committee of Union and Progress taking power in Istanbul. Modern Pan- 
Arabism began with the 1933 founding of the League of Nationalist Action 
(‘Usbat al-‘Amal al-Qawmi) in Syria. The Ba‘th, founded in 1940 and turned 
into a functioning party in 1947, became the most effective organization at 
promoting Pan-Arabist goals. It held that “the Arabs form one nation” and 
called on them to unify into a single state.88 

Although initially promoted by Christians, Pan-Arabism suits Sunni Arabs 
well. It rather exactly combines two contrary and powerful urges: Pan-Islam, 
the traditional drive to create a union of Muslims, and nationalism, the Euro- 
pean ideal. Pan-Islam decrees that all Muslims should live together in one state 
under a single ruler or, failing this, that Muslim states should live at peace with 
one another. This vision de-emphasizes differences in language, geography, 
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and ethnic identity in favor of the brotherhood of Islam. In contrast, national- 
ism exalts language, geography, and ethnic identity. Pan-Arabism’s emphasis 
on the unity of Arabic-speaking Muslims recalls Pan-Islam; its stress on the 
Arabic language recalls nationalism. By substituting language for religion as 
the basis of political identity, it acts as a nationalized version of Pan-Islam. 
That Pan-Arabism serves as a bridge between two contrary ideals goes far to 
explain its wide appeal. 

The Pan-Arabism of Christians was limited to Greater Syria and Iraq, but 
Sunni Arabs found this definition unnecessarily constricting, and they ex- 
tended its scope. On adopting the ideology, they enlarged the definition of 
Arab to include the Arabian peninsula, then Egypt and North Africa, even- 
tually even Somalia and Mauritania. By the 1970s, the “Arab nation” had 
grown to encompass Arabic speakers from Morocco to Oman. Sunnis also saw 
Arab unity as a smaller version of Muslim unity and imbued with an Islamic 
spirit and sensibilities. In the hands of Jamal ‘Abd an-Nasir of Egypt, it became 
the dominant ideology and he the leading politician of the Middle East. At its 
peak in the years 1956 to 1963, Pan-Arabism verged on becoming a civil 
religion. 

In the process, the originators of Pan-Arabism, the Christians of Greater 
Syria, were alienated from Pan-Arabism. They and the other non-Muslim 
minorities—Druze and ‘Alawis—had two problems. First (echoing traditional 
Muslim expectations that non-Muslims would assimilate religiously), Sunnis 
saw non-Sunnis as less Arab than themselves and called on them to assimilate 
Sunni culture—something the non-Sunnis had no intention of doing. Second, 
all the minorities (though, of course, not every member of each community) 
feared being submerged in a sea of Sunni Arabs. As Muslims appropriated Pan- 
Arabism, others responded by pulling away. Some sought refuge in alternative 
ideologies, including Lebanese separatism, Pan-Syrianism, state nationalism, 
communism, and fascism. “Alawis and Druze turned inward to extend the 
power of their communities. Non-Sunni Arab members of the Ba‘th Party 
reformulated Pan-Arabism to enhance their position by stressing the party’s 
militantly socialist and secularist aspects. 


The Fertile Crescent 


Fertile Crescent plans, which hold that Greater Syria should combine with 
Iraq, were forwarded mainly by the Hashimi rulers of Iraq. More than Pan- 
Syrianists, they foresaw Syria as part of something bigger. Indeed, Nuri as- 
Sa‘id, the longtime prime minister of Iraq, explicitly saw the Fertile Crescent as 
the intermediate step between Syria and the Arab nation. In a plan he put 
forward in December 1942, Sa‘id suggested that Arab unity be reached in three 
steps: the formation of Greater Syria, its immediate union with Iraq, and the 
eventual joining of other Arab states. Revealingly, Nuri considered the order of 
this development unquestionable: “Obviously, the union of the various parts 
of historic Syria must come first.”89 While Nuri’s rivals in Iraq (such as Prince 
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“Abd al-Illah) had other visions of the Fertile Crescent, all saw it building on 
Greater Syria. 


State Nationalism 


A new nationalism began emerging as soon as the borders had been drawn 
after World War I—allegiance to the polity that actually exists. Loyalty to 
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, or the idea of Palestine gained in strength in a gradual 
but uneven fashion as schoolchildren learned the state’s myths, businessmen 
acquired interest in its preservation, politicians controlled it, and soldiers died 
on its behalf. The import of this development could already be seen in 1936, 
when a British observer noted: 


Slowly, yet surely, the national idea is developing. In each State has been 
formed a Government with a permanent or semi-permanent officialdom, 
recruited on European lines and jealous of its power and prospects. Autarky 
has more than made an appearance and national defence forces have been 
individually organised and infused with local esprit de corps. Legal and politi- 
cal systems, grafted upon different roots, have grown quite dissimilar. Each 
country has . . . tended to become increasingly conscious and jealous of the 
boundaries fixed by the “victorious allied powers.”9° 


Curiously, this process took hold much more thoroughly among Sunni Arabs 
in Palestine than in Lebanon. Whereas the former came to see Palestine as a 
valid unit, the latter continued to see Lebanon as an insult to Arab unity. 
Indeed, attachment to Palestine became so great that for many residents it 
obliterated Pan-Syrian and Pan-Arab allegiances; Arabs and Southern Syrians 
turned into Palestinians. 


These five ways to define the nation by no means exhaused the alternatives. 
Other choices also existed, among which Phoenicianism and Mediterranean- 
ism were prominent. 

French administrators were at times driven to despair by the complexity 
and flux of these ideologies. The distinguished high commissioner for Syria, 
Henri de Jouvenel, told a League of Nations commission in 1926 that France 


was faced [in Syria] with a country where nationality was in constant move- 
ment, and where it was extremely difficult to determine exactly the 
nationalities, which were very confused, as in that country anyone speaking of 
his religion called it “my nation.” Everything was unstable; it was a kind of 
perpetual political earthquake. Further, [de Jouvenel continued,] he felt sure 
that members of the Commission had studied the history of Syria through the 
centuries, and knew therefore that this earthquake had never ceased.?! 


Today, opinions on the nation depend on whom one talks to. Palestinians 
(and here I must oversimplify, for each sect, class, and region has a distinct 
vantage point) define the nation as Palestine, Jordan’s rulers define it as Jor- 
dan, and the other Sunni Arabs view it as the single Arab nation. Some 
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Lebanese minorities define it as Lebanon, other minorities see it as Greater 
Syria. 

The residents of Greater Syria also disagree on the question of borders. 
In outline (and again this is an extremely complex matter) the Sunni Arabs 
of Syria feel that the boundary with Turkey should be pushed back and all 
the others, being artificial, should be eliminated. Syria’s minorities accept the 
boundary with Iraq but otherwise share the Sunnis’ views. In Lebanon, the 
Maronites, Druze, and Shi‘a want the boundaries where they are, while Sunnis 
most want to bring them down, and Greek Orthodox are most ambivalent. 
Some Jewish Israelis see Israel ultimately in its 1949 borders (with minor 
changes), while others would extend the borders to include the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. Some Palestinian Arabs see Palestine as expansionist Israelis see 
Israel; others go beyond this and see it including Jordan, too. Depending on 
era, Jordanians have seen Jordan within its present borders, with the addition 
of the West Bank, with the addition of all Israel, or with the addition of Syria 
and even Lebanon. 

The boundary issue has cursed all the regions of Greater Syria since Lon- 
don established the three military zones in October 1918. Very few people of 
any community or citizenship in Greater Syria accept the borders that exist 
today as final. Nearly seventy years have passed since Britain and France 
divided Greater Syria, but disagreement over what constitutes the nation yet 
causes turbulence. Politics in the area between Turkey and Egypt is character- 
ized by a geographic fluidity which does not diminish with the passage of time. 
The fact that most residents see the nation as a unit larger than the state they 
actually live in has immense implications for relations between the communi- 
ties and polities making up Greater Syria. De Jouvenel’s “perpetual political 
earthquake” remains active more than six decades later. Indeed, clashing views 
of the nation still underlie the much-remarked instability of the the Greater 
Syrian region. 


Two Forms of Pan-Syrian Nationalism 


Pan-Syrian nationalism has two forms, the pure and the pragmatic. Purists and 
pragmatists differ in their view of the great ideology of the central Middle 
East—Pan-Arab nationalism—the first rejecting it, the second accepting it. 
Purists seek a Greater Syrian state complete in itself without reference to a 
larger union. This position has been adopted by only one group, Antun Sa‘ada 
and the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP). Pragmatists contend that 
Greater Syria forms part of the Arab nation and that its creation is a stepping 
stone toward a Pan-Arab polity. For them, the unification of Syria is not an 
end but a means toward building a much larger unit. King “Abdallah of Jordan 
was the most prominent and articulate of the pragmatists. The first form is a 
type of gawmiya (nationalism), the latter a type of wataniya (patriotism). 
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Pure Pan-Syrianism 


A pure Pan-Syrianist cannot accept Syria’s submergence in a larger Arab entity. 
“Syria is for the Syrians, and the Syrians are a complete nation.”92 The SSNP 
argued that Greater Syria forms a nation and the Arabs do not. In contrast to 
the all-important Syrian nationality, it deemed the Arab, Muslim, Christian, 
Lebanese, and Palestinian identities meaningless. For them, Syria has no con- 
nection to an Arab state. If Syrians are a nation, then the Arabs are not; Antun 
Sa‘ada argued that “the Arab world is many nations, not one.”93 Pure Pan- 
Syrianists fear a Pan-Arab order far more than they worry about existing 
states. Thus, when Pan-Arabism was at its height in the late 1950s, the SSNP 
gave its support to existing states, including the Lebanese government during 
the civil war of 1958, 

Most Sunnis reject secularism and pure Pan-Syrian nationalism, two key 
aspects of the SSNP program.% Secularism challenges some of the basic pre- 
cepts of Islam; the few Muslim thinkers who have publicly espoused the with- 
drawal of religion from politics have been at best ignored, at worse put on trial 
and executed. Almost everything about pure Pan-Syrian nationalism contra- 
dicts the spirit of Islam. It disregards religious distinctions, equates non- 
Muslim with Muslim, glorifies pagan antiquity, and puts undue emphasis on 
the history, culture, and bloodlines of a territory. Extreme attachment to a 
piece of territory is un-Islamic—not precisely against the religious law but very 
much against its spirit. Muslims found it hard enough to accept when secular- 
ists of Muslim origins, such as Kemal Atatürk or Reza Shah, exalted Turkish 
or Iranian nationalism in predominantly Muslim states; they found it far worse 
when Christians promoted Syrian nationalism in a region where Sunni Mus- 
lims constituted only half the population. (On the positive side, Pan-Syrianism 
did attract those few Sunni Arabs who rejected Islamic ways and wanted to 
reach across the religious divide.) 

The intense opposition of most Sunnis toward pure Pan-Syrian nationalism 
doomed the SSNP’s chances to achieve its ambitions. The Greek Orthodox 
(alone or in combination with other minorities) could not dominate a Greater 
Syrian state; even if they did, the experience of the Maronites—who tried to 
impose a minority ideology in Lebanon and failed—suggests they would not 
have prevailed for long. 

The SSNP promoted pure Pan-Syrianism knowing full well that this posi- 
tion denied the validity of Pan-Arabism, a widely cherished political tenet. 
Sa‘ada consciously adopted a controversial position, one that distinguished the 
SSNP not only from general intellectual trends but even from the great bulk of 
Pan-Syrian nationalists, who were of the pragmatic variety. The SSNP point of 
view also pitted it against Pan-Arabists, pious Muslims, Lebanese and Palestin- 
ian separatists, Jordanian monarchs, and Zionists. The disrepute of pure Pan- 
Syrianism goes far to explain why the SSNP is dismissed as eccentric; add 
secularism and fascism, and its frequent persecution becomes understandable. 

If pure Pan-Syrianism aroused such opposition, why did the SSNP adopt it? 
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Because the non-Sunni minorities found it attractive. In contrast to Sunni 
Arabs, who tended to see Greater Syria as a more practical version of Pan- 
Arabism, minorities usually saw it as an end in itself. Pragmatic Pan-Syrianism 
was fine for Sunnis, but minorities sought something more radical—including 
secularism, socialism, and the glorification of antiquity. Secularism promised 
to bridge the historic gap between Muslims and Christians, bringing full 
citizenship and equality to the latter. Socialism promised new opportunities. 
And the glorification of pre-Islamic antiquity—the civilization that Islam 
vanquished—celebrated the Christians’ culture. 

As Orthodox Christians found pure Pan-Syrianism especially appealing, 
the SSNP became a primary conduit for the expression of their discontent with 
the status quo. Spread quite exactly in the area making up Greater Syria, the 
Orthodox could not hope to emulate the Maronites and retreat to their own 
homeland, so they tried to structure their relations with Sunnis along new lines 
and to bring their whole community under one roof. Pan-Syrianism promised 
both equality for Christians and the inclusion of most Orthodox within the 
confines of a single state. 

The SSNP vision originated, not surprisingly, in the mind of a Lebanese 
Greek Orthodox, Antun Khalil Sa‘ada, its founder and leader from 1932 to 
1949. Born in 1904, Sa‘ada spent critical years of his youth outside Lebanon. 
His father, Khalil Sa‘ada, lived in Egypt for several years before World War I, 
and Antun joined his father in Sao Paulo, Brazil, in 1920. Although a medical 
doctor, the elder Sa‘ada published a journal, Al-Majalla, which promoted inde- 
pendence for Syria, secularism, and anticonfessionalism. The elder Sa‘ada also 
founded the National Democratic Party in Buenos Aires and chaired the first 
Syrian National Congress (Al-Mw’tamar al-Watani as-Suri) after World War 
1.95 These influences clearly affected Antun, who returned to Lebanon in 1929 
and founded the SSNP in November 1932. 

The family’s years abroad, and especially those in Egypt, go far to account 
for the characteristic elements of Sa‘ada’s thought: his deep belief in a Syrian 
identity, his rejection of the Arab identity, and his secularism. 

Syrians constituted a small but highly influential community in Egypt from 
the eighteenth century on. Although they played a major role in the country’s 
commercial, industrial, and intellectual life,9° they never lost their separate 
identity or forgot their foreignness. To the contrary, the Syrians took pride in 
the many points of difference between them and the native population. As 
Egyptian nationalism grew in the late nineteenth century, the Syrians’ sense of 
being apart became more acute. Thomas Philipp wrote that “Syrians who had 
arrived during the last two decades of the nineteenth century had to realize that 
they would remain marginal and barely tolerated in Egyptian national politics. 
As emigrants in a foreign surrounding, they had, indeed, been made aware of 
their ‘Syrianness.’ ”97 

The psychology of the Syrians in Egypt bore on Sa‘ada’s ideas in several 
ways. First, Egyptians perceived all those from the Levant area as Syrians; if 
residents of Jaffa and Aleppo felt nothing in common before arriving in Egypt, 
they gained some sense of solidarity after living there. Second, in contrast to 
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Syrians living in Greater Syria, who casually equated being Syrian with being 
Arab, Syrians in Egypt drew a sharp distinction between the two notions. 
Noting that Egyptians too speak Arabic, they tended to consider themselves 
Syrians, not Arabs. Sa‘ada’s views on Syria probably originated in this percep- 
tion. Third, whether Muslim or Christian or Jewish, Syrians in Egypt felt a 
kinship for each other (in strict contrast to those who never left Syria) and 
organized themselves with little regard to religion. Sa‘ada’s effort to ignore 
religion as a political force may well have derived from this outlook. 

Sa‘ada took ideas about the Syrian nation from others, too. The Jesuit 
scholar Henri Lammens argued in his influential book of 1921, La Syrie, that 
an independent Syrian nation had existed since ancient times, long before 
Islam and the Arab conquests. He also imbued it with a mystical quality: “A 
remarkably uniform race, a true national type, developed across the centuries. 
It was sheltered by an area whose borders—the Taurus Mountains, the Euphra- 
tes, the desert, and the Mediterranean—were marked by Providence.”98 
According to Bassam Tibi, Sa‘ada’s idea of a Syrian nation “appears to be a 
synthesis of Lammens’ notions with those of German and Italian popular 
nationalism.”99 (The extent of Lammens’s influence on the Pan-Syrian move- 
ment was apparent even years later; in 1962, when Asad al-Ashkar, a former 
president of the SSNP, testified before a military tribunal, he was asked about 
the authorship of a document in his possession that argued that a Lebanese 
nation does not exist. In response, Ashkar claimed he could not remember 
whether Lammens or he had written the text.)100 

Philip K. Hitti, a Lebanese scholar living in America, published a short 
book in 1926, Syria and the Syrians in History, in which he argued that 
“Syrians are Arabs only in language and culture, not in their blood.” 101 Labib 
Zuwiyya Yamak speculated that Hitti’s ideas also influenced Sa‘ada.102 


Pragmatic Pan-Syrianism 


The SSNP was alone in boldly proclaiming against Pan-Arabism. All other 
advocates of Greater Syria, including Lebanese Muslims, Hashimi rulers, and 
Hafiz al-Asad, portrayed the establishment of Greater Syria as a step toward a 
wider Pan-Arab unity. 

Pragmatists contend that Greater Syria forms part of the Arab nation and 
its creation is a stepping stone toward a Pan-Arab polity. For them, the unifica- 
tion of Syria is not an end but a means toward building a much bigger unit. 
Pragmatic Pan-Syrianism has two strengths over the purist version. First, it 
does not confront Pan-Arabism; second, it attracts Sunnis as well as minorities. 

For a resident of Greater Syria, Pan-Syrian and Pan-Arab nationalism have 
much in common. Syria is the source and heartland of both ideologies. Both 
reject Syria’s existing boundaries and view Lesser Syria as unworthy of deep 
loyalty. In both cases, Damascus is seen as the natural capital of a larger, more 
powerful polity. Syrian and Arab nationalism alike offer a means to turn the 
rump, divided state of Syria into something worthy of the citizens’ loyalty; 
their irredentist elements offer powerful ways to mobilize the support of the 
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Syrian populace. Both adopt a posture of militant anti-Zionism and implicitly 
challenge the legitimacy of existing governments. Both reduce the pressure of 
domestic issues by directing popular emotions outward. 

Both ideologies have radical and moderate forms, and their radical versions 
foresee the complete elimination of boundaries and the incorporation of all 
parts of the Syrian or Arab homeland into a single state. In each case, the 
radical vision predominated in early years and was transformed by dint of long 
failure into something less ambitious and more practical. Their moderate ver- 
sions foresee close relations between states but not total absorption. 

Whereas pure Pan-Syrian nationalism is almost exclusively the possession 
of non-Sunni Arab minorities, pragmatic Pan-Syrianism appeals mostly to 
Sunnis, who see it as a more feasible alternative to Arab nationalism. If the 
minorities consider Pan-Syrianism an end in itself, Sunni Arabs tend to see it as 
a more practical version of Pan-Arabism. They choose not to fight Pan- 
Arabism but to cooperate with it. That Hashimi leaders advocated this 
approach is hardly surprising, given the family’s attachments outside Syria— 
its origins in the Hijaz, Husayn’s dream of becoming caliph, and the uprising 
which aspired to control Iraq as well as Syria. 

Prince Faysal, leader of the Arab Revolt and briefly king of Syria, saw a 
close connection between Syrian and Arab nationalism; indeed, he used the 
two concepts almost interchangeably. He argued in May 1919 that Syria had a 
right to autonomy: “Although the Arabs are one nation [umma]—and all of us 
know that the Arab provinces are one land [bilad wahida] in terms of history, 
geography, and national ties—Iraq is an independent country [bilad musta- 
qilla], unrelated to Syria, just as Syria has no relation to all the other Arab 
countries [al-bilad al-‘Arabiya].”'°3 Symptomatic of the confusion in Faysal’s 
mind about these terms was a speech he gave in March 1920, in the course of 
which he referred to “the Syrian Arab nation,” “the Arab countries,” “the 
Arab nation,” “the district of Syria,” “the Syrian nation,” and “the Syrian 
region.” 104 Soon after, he talked of both a “Syrian Arab bloc” and “the Arab 
world,” 105 

Faysal’s brother “Abdallah became the major exponent of pragmatic Pan- 
Syrian nationalism. Although lacking Sa‘ada’s intellectual ambitions, ‘Abdallah 
did construct a coherent argument which he elaborated over many years. In 
addition to the speeches, declarations, and other channels available to him as 
ruler, he wrote two memoirs, compiled a documentary record, and even con- 
tributed to Transjordanian newspapers under a pseudonym. 

“Abdallah saw no contradiction between Greater Syria and the Arab 
nation; to the contrary, as he tirelessly explained during three decades of 
residence in Transjordan, he believed the unification of Syria to be the first, 
most critical step toward the achievement of Arab unity. Greater Syria was the 
cornerstone of Arab unity, the feasible first step and the polity that he could 
dominate. Greater Syria—rather than the Fertile Crescent or some larger Arab 
entity—attracted “Abdallah’s attention because it was the smallest national 
unit and therefore the most realistic one he could aspire to rule. He regarded 
Syria as the heart of Arabism, the region whose unity had to be established 
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before more ambitious schemes could be implemented. ‘Abdallah did not con- 
sider Greater Syria a replacement for the Arab nation but, like Egypt, one of 
the components that made it up. His prime minister, Tawfiq Abu’l-Huda, 
explained that, once unified, Greater Syria “would participate in whatever the 
Arabs would agree upon as far as their union is concerned.”1°6 ‘Abdallah 
accepted Pan-Arabism, envisioning a unified Syria that would take up “its 
ideal place alongside a general Pan-Arab union.” 107 

“Abdallah held Greater Syria as the key to modern Arab history. He inter- 
preted its establishment as “the goal of the Arab Revolt”1!98 and saw the 
decision of the General Syrian Congress of 1920 in the same light: “It obli- 
gated the Arabs to work for their genuine good and glory to strive for the 
union of the Syrian lands [ad-diyar ash-Shamiya] and the union of Syria and 
Iraq in the Fertile Crescent.” 109 Syria was the primary objective of “Abdallah’s 
1921 military campaign and remained his chief concern thirty years later. 
“Abdallah argued in 1943 that “there will be no presence for the Arabs so long 
as Greater Syria remains torn apart. When it is united, the Arabs will be 
united.” 119 Toward the end of his life, an embittered ‘Abdallah declared: “We, 
the Hashimis, left the Hijaz for the sake of Syria and Palestine and lost it to a 
barbarous Arab people.” 11! The creation of a Greater Syrian state looked back 
to the revolt and forward to Arab unity. 

This vision persuaded some Jordanians. For example, the prominent 
Jordanian politician Zayd ar-Rifa‘i recalls how he saw Arab unity in the late 
1940s: “When I was a student at the university [in Cairo], I imagined that 
Arab unity had to be achieved gradually by means of four entities, not a single 
entity. The first entity was a union of natural Syria, for nothing distinguishes 
the Jordanian from the Palestinian, nor from the Syrian or the Lebanese or 
even the Iraqi.” 112 (He saw the other three entities as being Egypt, the Arabian 
peninsula, and the Maghrib.) 


Pan-Syrianism versus Pan-Arabism 
Differing Views of the Arab 


Just as Pan-Syrianists differ on Pan-Arabism, Pan-Arabists are divided in their 
views of Pan-Syrianism. For some Pan-Arabists, the two cannot be reconciled; 
for others they complement each other. The more narrowly a Pan-Arabist 
defines the Arab, the more sympathetic he is to Pan-Syrianism; and the wider 
his interpretation, the more opposed he is. The definition of an Arab, in turn, 
largely depends on religious identity, locale, and era. Belonging to a minor- 
ity group, living in the early twentieth century, and residing in Syria make 
it likely that a person sees Pan-Syrianism and Pan-Arabism as compatible. 
Being a Sunni, living late in the century, and residing outside Syria point the 
opposite way. 

When Christians launched Pan-Arabism, their definition of Arabs was nar- 
row, being restricted to the Arabic speakers of the Fertile Crescent and Arabia. 
As we have seen, the Sunni Muslims adopted the ideology and expanded the 


46 Greater Syria in History 


definition of Arab to include all Arabic speakers without regard to geography. 
Fundamentalist Muslims go farther yet and see Pan-Arabism as a step toward 
Pan-Islam. 

Much depends on the era. When Pan-Syrianism and Pan-Arabism were yet 
developing, from the 1880s until World War I, Syrian and Arab were nearly 
synonymous. An Arab then was not anyone who spoke Arabic, regardless of 
location, but an Arabic speaker who lived in Greater Syria or nearby (Iraq or 
the Arabian peninsula). There are many examples to show that Syrian and 
Arab were used interchangeably. The anonymous placards that appeared in 
Syrian cities during 1880—81, for instance, used Syrian and Arab indis- 
criminately. A question on one of the placards—“Where is your Arab honor, 
where is your Syrian fervor?”—makes it clear that the terms are synonymous. 
Similarly, “Arise and recover, O Arabs” is directed to the population of 
Syria.133 

The first public call for the separation of the Arabic-speaking countries 
from the Ottoman Empire, by Negib Azoury in 1905, defined the “Arab 
Empire” as “stretching from the Tigris and the Euphrates to the Isthmus of 
Suez, from the Mediterranean Sea to the Arabian Sea.” Within this large area, 
however, Azoury offered assurances to “respect the autonomy of the Lebanon, 
and the independence of the principalities of Yemen, Najd, and Iraq.”!14 In 
effect, he was calling for a Syrian state with some form of authority over the 
other regions of Arabic-speaking Southwest Asia. The poet Anis al-Maqdisi 
hardly distinguished between the two in odes composed a short time apart. He 
wrote in the first, “If religion must divide us, our Arabic tongue unites our 
ranks.” In the second, “O Syria, I wish you glory, independence, and prog- 
ress.”115 Similarly, resolutions of the June 1913 Arab-Syrian Congress referred 
repeatedly, without elaboration, to the “Syrian and Arab” provinces.!16 The 
close link between these two terms led Nadim K. Makdisi to conclude that 
“the national awakening in Syria was characterized by a duality of national- 
ism, both Syrian and Arab.”1!7 

The meanings of Syrian and Arab diverged irrevocably when the Egyptian 
government adopted Pan-Arabism in the 1940s. As an Egyptian cannot be a 
Syrian, so an Egyptian’s Pan-Arabism must differ from Pan-Syrianism. 

As this implies, where one lives affects one’s view of Pan-Arabism. Syrians 
and Egyptians define the poles: (1) A Syrian sees his country as the geographic 
and historic center of the Arab nation; for him, as Kamal Junbalat observed, 
“Arab unity begins with [Pan-Syrianism].”!18 For the Syrian, Pan-Arabism is a 
natural extension of Greater Syria. He tends to merge the Syrian with the Arab 
nation and confuse the ideologies associated with them. In contrast, Pan- 
Syrianism is an alien concept to the Egyptian, one that has nothing in common 
with Pan-Arabism. Pan-Arabism flows naturally from Pan-Syrian nationalism 
but has no connection to Egyptian nationalism. (2) Syrians tend to envision a 
radical solution—the elimination of existing boundaries and the fusion of 
countries into a single nation. Egyptians see Pan-Arabism as a voluntary asso- 
ciation which allows each country to preserve its independence and identity; it 
serves as a bridge to develop close relations with fellow Arabic speakers in 
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other regions. (3) Syrians must be involved in one or other of these nationalist 
schemes. Egyptians view Pan-Arabism more instrumentally, as the means to 
involve themselves in the affairs of Greater Syria, Iraq, and Arabia. When 
Egyptians do not seek such an involvement, Pan-Arabism falls by the side. 

Most other Arabs fall somewhere on the spectrum between Syrians and 
Egyptians. Iraqis are perhaps closest to the Syrian vantage point, seeing Pan- 
Arabism as a way to extend their power by incorporating other, weaker units. 
Saudi Arabians approach the Egyptian view. Palestinians and Sunni Lebanese 
see it as the way to rally forces to their conflicts. Historically, Jordanian leaders 
have seen Pan-Arabism as a threat to their own leadership. Sudanese and 
North Africans are even farther removed than Egyptians. 


Differing Views of Pan-Syrianism 


The attitude of a Pan-Arabist toward Pan-Syrianism depends also on the kind 
of Pan-Syrianism in question. He can accept the pragmatist’s goal; Greater 
Syria is fine so long as it helps build the Arab nation. But he has to reject the 
purist’s vision of Syria for, as Edmond Rabbath wrote, “There is no Syrian 
nation. There is an Arab nation.”119 The key point is that, as an end in itself, 
Greater Syria is anathema to the Pan-Arabists. Just as Pan-Syrianists accept the 
Arab nation so long as it does not interfere with Greater Syria, Pan-Arabists 
accept Greater Syria so long as it is a step toward the larger polity of the Arab 
nation. 

Pan-Arabists reject the whole premise of pure Pan-Syrianism, seeing it as a 
rival to their own plans. Note this condemnation of the SSNP by the pro-Iraqi 
Ba‘thist, Kassim Sallam: 


The implicit presupposition of this Party—the disappearance of the Arab 
Nation—has to be severely condemned. The SSNP pretends to ignore the 
existence of the Arab Nation the better to exalt a deviationist and chauvinistic 
nationalism, that which is tied to “Greater Syria.” This notion represents for 
the Party a geographically, historically, and politically complete society; 
extreme consequences follow from this view.!2° 


Pan-Arabists disagree with pure Pan-Syrianists on a host of other matters 
as well. While the former emphasize linguistic and cultural homogeneity, the 
latter stress biological ties. Pan-Arabists and pure Pan-Syrianists disagree on 
the desirability of involving the further Arab states such as Egypt. For the 
former, the conflict with Israel is an internal Syrian affair in which non-Syrians 
have no business; Sa‘ada wrote that had it not been for Pan-Arabist attacks on 
the SSNP, which weakened the party, “there would have been no need for 
Egypt or the Arabs to participate in the defense of Palestine.”121 In contrast, 
Pan-Arabists envision a role against Israel for every state between Morocco 
and Oman. 

Pan-Arabists look much more favorably on pragmatic Pan-Syrianism, 
seeing a unified Greater Syria as a preliminary step toward the union of all 
Arabs and a less ambitious version of the unified Arab state. If a union of all 
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Arab states cannot be attained, then it makes sense to seek at least a partial 
one. Better a unified Greater Syria than the four small states and clutch of 
provinces that now exist. 

Examples of such an attitude are plentiful. According to one account, some 
residents of Lebanon in 1918 “saw Syrian unity as a step toward Arab 
unity.”122 A conference of Lebanese Muslims in October 1936 called for 
“Lebanese sovereignty within the framework of Syrian unity as a preliminary 
step toward Arab unity.”!23 One participant at the Conference of the Coast 
held in Beirut in March 1936 declared: “Gentlemen: Syrian unity is our vitality 
and no matter what happens, no substitute will satisfy us. And if we demand it, 
we do so because it is the first step toward the Arab unity that we seek.” 124 
Another told the same audience: “Today’s educated Lebanese youth see that 
the interests of Lebanon lie in Syrian unity, followed by Arab unity.”125 
George Antonius, an important advocate of Pan-Arabism, told David Ben- 
Gurion a month later that nothing bound Greater Syria to Iraq, that the really 
important unity was that of Greater Syria—not the Arabs. He argued that this 
region must be united.126 

The Pan-Arabist Edmond Rabbath saw the unity of Syria as so vital for 
Arab unity that he titled his 1937 book Syrian Unity and Arab Future.'27 That 
same year, Benoit Aboussouan explained his skepticism about “exchanging the 
Syrian nationality for a hypothetical Arab one.”!28 Likewise, the British gov- 
ernment in the 1940s favored Greater Syria as a useful first step toward Arab 
unity. The League of National Action, a Pan-Arabist organization, stressed the 
interdependence of Syria and Lebanon. Even the Ba‘th Party, that stalwart of 
Pan-Arabism, once advocated Greater Syrian unity. In 1945, the party publicly 
urged that Syria join with Jordan and Iraq at independence. Salah ad-Din al- 
Bitar, a founder of the Ba‘th Party, criticized Syrian president Sabri al-‘Asali for 
(in the words of a British diplomat) “having an isolationist policy which was 
placing obstacles in the way of union between Greater Syria and Iraq.”129 As a 
result, he ended up in jail. Ba‘th demonstrations that year included slogans 
such as “Long live Greater Syria” and “Long live Faysal II.” 13° 

More recently, Greater Syria “attracts many Syrians, including those who 
believe in complete Arab unity but who now despair of this as an empty dream 
which has gone off track.” 131 It even appeals to non-Syrians disappointed with 
Pan-Arabism. Thus, Libya’s ruler, Mu‘ammar al-Qadhdhafi, said that “if Syria 
is capable of uniting Lebanon and Jordan by force we will support it in doing 
so.” 132 He could approve a Syrian takeover because this is a step toward Arab 
unity. 


The Failure of Pure Pan-Syrian Nationalism 


Although Pan-Arabism did not succeed in unifying Arabic-speaking peoples, it 
did vanquish the ideological competition. Those ideologies that defy Pan-Arab 
nationalism have had to accommodate Pan-Arabism’s moral hegemony and 
pay obeisance to the ideal of Arab unity. Egyptian Pharaonists disappeared; 
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Lebanese separatists had to acknowledge the Arab nation; and pure Pan- 
Syrian nationalism gave way to the pragmatic variety. 

One can argue that pure Pan-Syrian nationalism was doomed from the 
start. It postulated a state dominated by non-Sunnis that would ignore the 
Sunni opposition. The history of Lebanon shows that this is not even attain- 
able by a minority that dominates its own region; no minority coalition could 
achieve this agreement in the whole of Greater Syria. 

The symbol of the defeat of pure Pan-Syrian nationalism was the SSNP 
effort to protect itself from persecution by obscuring its true views. To use the 
language of Islam, the party effectively engaged in tagiya (dissimulation to 
preserve the faith) of an ideological nature. It adopted a variety of covers, 
including pragmatic Pan-Syrianism, local patriotism, leftist rhetoric, and even 
Pan-Arabism. 

Sa‘ada made pragmatic Pan-Syrian statements on occasion, touching up his 
plans for Greater Syria with specks of Pan-Arabism. He would portray the 
realization of Greater Syria as a step toward Arab liberation: “First the Social 
Nationalist revival of Syria, then cooperative politics for the good of the Arab 
world. The rise of the Syrian nation liberates Syrian power from foreign 
authorities and directs it toward arousing the other Arab nations, helping them 
progress.” 133 Sa‘ada would go even farther at times, placing Syria in an Arab 
framework: the fact that “the Syrian nation [umma] is part of an Arab nation 
[umma] does not contravene its being a complete nation with right to absolute 
sovereignty.” 134 Saada also developed a peculiar concept, “the Arabism of 
Syrian Social Nationalism,” which attempted to square the circle by postulat- 
ing Syrian leadership of the Arabs.135 He went so far as to claim that “if there 
is a real, genuine Arabism in the Arab world, it is the Arabism of the SSNP,” 136 
and used this to justify his argument that “the Syrian nation is the nation suited 
to revive the Arab world.” 137 

Hints of local patriotism can be found as early as May 1944, when loyalty 
to Lebanon served as a useful cover and the party stated its goal to be “the 
independence of Lebanon.” !38 Ten years later, to defend the status quo from 
the radical Pan-Arabist programs advocated by Jamal “Abd an-Nasir, the Ba‘th, 
and others, SSNP leaders adopted a pro-Western outlook and made common 
cause with conservatives. This tactic culminated in the 1958 civil war in 
Lebanon when the SSNP joined the Lebanese government to suppress the 
rebels; given the party’s views on the illegitimacy of Lebanon’s very existence, 
this was a remarkable stand. It represented less a change in long-range goals, 
however, than an appreciation of Lebanon as refuge; SSNP leaders rightly 
feared that a victory by the government’s opponents would close the country 
to them. 

The party further muted its Pan-Syrian goals folowing 1956, when Pan- 
Arabism attained the peak of its popularity. But the real need for dissimulation 
came in 1962. As a result of the fiasco of December 1961, when it failed in an 
attempt to overthrow the Lebanese government, the SSNP found itself banned 
in Lebanon (as well as Syria). To become acceptable again in one or other of 
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these states, it adopted three tactics. First, as in 1944, members feigned local 
patriotism. Those who lived in Syria pledged loyalty to the regime in 
Damascus; likewise, those in Lebanon portrayed themselves as devoted to the 
preservation of Lebanon’s independence. This effort was tried out at the mili- 
tary tribunal set up to punish the participants in the failed coup, but it had little 
success, as neither the public prosecutor nor the presiding judge was fooled. 
The former told the judge: 


The object of the SSNP conspirators must be obvious to you and to all the 
world—it was none other than the implementation of the Party’s basic princi- 
ples [by taking power in Lebanon]. Lebanon was aware of this fact from the 
very beginning. But when the conspirators failed, they tried to fabricate rèa- 
sons for their conspiracy, feigning concern for reform of the regime in 
Lebanon and for social development.139 


The judge concurred: “Its goal being contrary to the law, the SSNP acted like a 
secret society and did not reveal its real doctrine to the authorities. Instead,. . . 
the party pretended to be working to preserve the Lebanese entity.”!4° The 
implausibility of this tactic seems to have led to its abandonment. 

Second, the party abandoned fascist doctrines and adopted the more 
acceptable rhetoric of the left. This transformation was completed in the late 
1960s and permitted the SSNP soon after to make common cause with other 
groups seeking to overturn the status quo. Close relations were developed with 
several parties, especially the Progressive Socialist Party of Kamal Junbalat and 
the PLO.!41 The move from right to left appears long-lasting; by 1984, the 
SSNP chief was attending the anniversary celebration of the Lebanese Commu- 
nist Party. Those unacquainted with the party’s ideology even see it as Marx- 
ist.142 What began as dissimulation may have, with time, become reality; the 
SSNP orientation today appears to be permanently aligned with the Left. 

Third and most important, SSNP members took to portraying Greater 
Syria as the first step toward either a unified Arab front or (as was increasingly 
the case in later years) a single Arab nation. In other words, they adopted the 
protective coloring of pragmatic Pan-Syrianism, arguing that Syria constitutes 
one nation, whereas the Arab front consists of many nations, including, pre- 
eminently, the Syrian. Although Sa‘ada scorned efforts to bring the many Arab 
nations together as infeasible and counterproductive, the party subsequently 
accepted this principle, at least outwardly. When challenged by Pan-Arabists 
to drop all vestiges of Greater Syria, the SSNP justified its reluctance by hold- 
ing that the formation of a Greater Syrian state represents a practical and 
intermediate stage toward the realization of a single Arab nation. 

There is a long party tradition of playing both the Pan-Syrian and the Pan- 
Arab themes. A 1961 SSNP leaflet describing the organization’s goals included 
two contradictory slogans on the same page: “Syrian nationalism against Arab 
nationalism,” and “The SSNP supports the Fertile Crescent, a historic and 
geographic reality, as the only valid form of union in the Middle East— 
without rejecting the possibility of an Arab front.”!143 Along similar lines, one 
of the defendants at the 1962 trial stated that “the statement of faith in Greater 
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Syria, in the Syrian nation [umma], ... is the same as belief in the Arab 
nation.” 144 

In 1951, ‘Isam al-Mahayiri, an SSNP member of the Syrian Assembly, 
argued that “our work for the unity of Natural Syria is the cornerstone for 
every sound Pan-Arab building.” 145 Thirty-four years later, Mahayiri still held 
to the same dissimulation, telling an interviewer in August 1985 that the SSNP 
and Damascus “agree on clear Pan-Arab objectives.” 146 In 1987, the SSNP 
slogan was “Commitment to the party’s policy of struggle and Pan-Arabism,” 
while the drive to unify Lebanon with Syria was presented as “consolidating 
the strategic ties with the center of Pan-Arab decision making in 
Damascus.”!47 This double message makes it hard to believe that the SSNP 
underwent a genuine change of heart; continued references to the pure Pan- 
Syrian ideas of old lead to the conclusion that Sa‘ada’s vision had remained at 
the center of the SSNP ideology. 

Ideological flexibility acquired new importance in the 1970s, as the party 
found an ally in the government of Syria. If the SSNP dissimulated by hiding its 
Pan-Syrianism, the government of Hafiz al-Asad (as we will see) blurred Pan- 
Arabism almost beyond recognition. 


2 


Failed Efforts 
to Constitute Greater Syria, 
1920—1973 


Integral Syria is like the tunic of Christ. 
—Henri Lammens! 


Although the Syrian Kingdom lasted a scant hundred days, never to be recre- 
ated, its brief existence had a lasting impact on the politics and imagination of 
many residents in Greater Syria. Passions and dreams aroused by the kingdom 
retained power for decades. Most expectations of Pan-Syrian unity, even those 
of antimonarchists, referred back to the ephemeral but exciting success of 
Prince Faysal in 1920. Conversely, the division of Greater Syria decided on at 
San Remo met a resistance that has never disappeared. Indeed, the reluctance 
to accept the imposed boundaries of 1920 to 1923 has proved an abiding 
theme of politics in the area and a major source of political turmoil. The 
following two chapters record some of the tumult between 1920 and the 
present. 

This presentation is colored by three important facts. First, every effort but 
one failed (and even that one—the annexation of the West Bank to 
Transjordan—appears to have been only a transitory success). Therefore, the 
story of Greater Syria lacks internal development; it is not much more than a 
sequence of failed efforts. Rather than deal with any of these efforts in great 
detail, I touch on many lightly. This chapter is an exercise in textual archeol- 
ogy; my task is to bring alive a forgotten issue by compiling thousands of 
discrete bits of information. 

Second, because relations among Syria, Lebanon, the Palestinian move- 
ment,? Transjordan, and Iraq are so complex, with claims and counterclaims 
constantly traded, the following pages simplify their relations by focusing on 
the party on the offense. Initiatives to bring Greater Syria under the rule of 
Damascus are listed under Syria, initiatives by Lebanese are found under 
Lebanon, and so forth. (The fact that very few Pan-Syrian initiatives were 
mutual makes this division practical.) The Syrian Social Nationalist Party, 
which did not represent any state’s interests, is dealt with at the end. 
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Third, the pursuit of Greater Syria divides into three phases: 1918-49, 
1950—73, and 1974 to the present. A quiet second period separates the in- 
tense activity of the first and third periods. The bulk of this chapter deals with 
the 1918-49 phase, followed by a quick look at the 1950-73 phase and then 
the activities of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. Chapter 3 then takes up the 
post-1974 era. 


Syria 


Pan-Syrianism held so strong in the aftermath of Faysal’s failure that even the 
hand-picked agents of France expressed its ideals. In October 1920, on the 
occasion of the unfurling of a French-designed flag for Syria (complete with 
miniature tricolor), the Syrian prime minister gave a toast to “united Syria!”3 
Similarly, in April 1926, the newly chosen head of the Syrian state called for 
“Syrian unity with free access to the sea.”4 

The French administration responded to these sentiments by clamping 
down on political expression and forcing Pan-Syrian partisans into exile. Some 
went to Baghdad or Amman, where they urged either Faysal or ‘Abdallah to 
reclaim Lesser Syria from the French. Others went to Egypt, which became the 
political center of Pan-Syrianism during the 1920s. Cairo hosted the news- 
paper Al-Mugattam (which was founded by the Syrian expatriate Faris Nimr) 
and the Syrian Party of Unity (Hizb al-Ittihad as-Suri). The party was founded 
in late 1918 by politicians discontented with the Hashimi leadership and seek- 
ing a republic from the Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains to Midian (in 
northwestern Arabia).5 In 1921, members of this party founded the Syro- 
Palestinian Congress, which made the independence and unification of Greater 
Syria its goal. A Syrian National Party (Hizb al-Watani as-Suri), which came 
into existence in early 1920, sought to achieve Greater Syria through parlia- 
mentary monarchy. 

Although most leaders of the Syro-Palestinian Congress, including Shakib 
Arsalan and Rashid Rida, saw Palestine as Southern Syria,° they kept this view 
quiet for tactical reasons, so as not to provoke both mandatory powers. In 
September 1921, for example, the congress described the Syrian people as 
“divided in two different countries, under two different masters,” but held 
back on the customary call for Syrian unity.” Quite the contrary, the congress 
presented itself as speaking on behalf of Syrians, Palestinians, and Lebanese. 
The Executive Committee of the Syro-Palestinian Congress dominated exile 
efforts against the French until 1927, when it split into two parts and lost 
influence. 

Inside Syria itself, the People’s Party (Hizb ash-Sha‘b), founded in 1925 
with French encouragement, called for “the unification of Syria within its 
natural confines.”8 The Party of Syrian Union (Hizb al-Wahda as-Suriya), 
whose program was signalled by its name, also had French backing. Local 
leaders pursued a similar goal. For example, representatives from Dayr az-Zur 
and surrounding villages formed an assembly in 1925 and telegraphed the high 
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commissioner to demand the unity and independence of Greater Syria. In 
1926, they met again to repeat these demands. Notables from Syria’s main 
cities met together to demand “the Syrian country [al-bilad as-Suriya] in its 
natural boundaries, such as existed before the World War.”? 

The Druze revolt that began in July 1925 under the leadership of Sultan al- 
Atrash was initially a local affair that resulted from disagreements between the 
Druze and their French administrators. But the Druzes’ success quickly 
brought them the support of the Pan-Syrian nationalists, and together the two 
created a Provisional Syrian Government which issued a proclamation calling 
for “the unification of the Syrian country [al-bilad as-Suriya], coastal and 
interior, and the recognition of a single, completely independent, Arab Syrian 
state.” 10 

The Druze revolt was suppressed in 1927, and normal political life recom- 
menced soon afterward. A draft constitution drawn up in August 1928 
declared that “the Syrian territories detached from the Ottoman Empire con- 
stitute an indivisible political unity. The divisions that have emerged between 
the end of the war and the present day do not diminish this unity.” This claim 
offended the French high commissioner, who held up the constitution for two 
years. In the end, he replaced it with a less challenging formulation: “Syria 
constitutes an indivisible political unity.” !! 

Syrians widely mourned the 1933 death of Prince Faysal, symbol of early 
Pan-Syrian hopes, and the Damascus municipality passed a resolution to raise 
a monument to him. A year later, the anniversary of Faysal’s death was pub- 
licly commemorated. While Faysal’s passing marked the end of an era of hope 
in unity schemes, it was also true that serious intentions to resurrect his king- 
dom had virtually ended with the Druze revolt. From the mid-1920s on, a 
monarchy had less attraction than a republic. 

After another several years’ suppression, French authorities allowed Syrian 
political life to resume in 1936. The leading political party of that era, the 
National Bloc (Al-Kutla al-Wataniya), began its activities by calling for a 
union of all Syria. 

The discussions in 1943 to 1945 that led to the creation of the Arab League 
devoted considerable attention to the status of Syria. Although generally defen- 
sive, fearful of being absorbed by Iraq or Transjordan, Syrian spokesmen did 
occasionally utter Pan-Syrian remarks, too. The prime minister, Sa‘dallah al- 
Jabiri, indicated in private talks in Egypt in October 1943 that his government 
hoped to build a Greater Syria as a means to eliminate artificial barriers. He 
noted, however, the many obstacles that existed—Lesser Syria had already 
existed for a generation and had its own identity—and insisted on two points: 
Lesser Syria had to have a republican government, and Damascus had to serve 
as the capital.!2 

Jabiri reiterated these points at the Alexandria conference in September 
1944, declaring that 


the Syrian problem concerns four regions: Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and 
Transjordan. . . . We insist upon unity while keeping Damascus as the capital 
and the republican system as a basis; but we leave its [political] form to the 
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choice of the country’s residents. . .. We are anxious to create Greater Syria 
and eliminate the divisions imposed by dominant force, international interests, 
and political rivalries.” 13 


A spokesman for the Syrian Legation in Washington stated in February 1946 
that “Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan are separated by artificial 
borders.” !4 

The appeal of Greater Syria was so universal around the time of indepen- 
dence that even the Ba‘th Party spoke favorably of a Pan-Syrian program (as 
was noted on p. 48). 

Specific Syrian claims to Lebanon, Palestine, Transjordan, Iraq, and Alex- 
andretta followed separate rhythms and need to be considered apart. 


Lebanon 


Syrian politicians approached the Lebanese question cautiously. Overt efforts 
to bring the whole country under their control would drive the Maronites into 
French arms, with the effect of indefinitely prolonging the French presence in 
Lebanon. Knowing this, Syrians rarely demanded the incorporation of all 
Lebanon into Syria. For example, resolutions passed by the Syro-Palestinian 
Congress in 1921 and 1922 made no reference to Lebanon’s boundaries. 

Instead, Syrian leaders offered the Christians a compromise: Christians 
could go politically their own way if they returned the (mostly Muslim) prov- 
inces added to Lebanon in 1920.15 The Maronites faced a choice: keep the 
Muslim-inhabited provinces added in 1920 but abandon French protection, or 
stick with France and return those provinces. Concentrating on the return of 
these provinces, especially the Biqa‘ Valley and Tripoli, had the virtue of split- 
ting opinion in Lebanon and France, thereby strengthening Damascus’s hand. 

Syrian leaders tried to win these provinces in many ways. From 1923 to 
1925, they took trips through Lebanon to encourage Sunni Muslims to agitate 
for union with Syria. Guerrillas attacked parts of Lebanon during the Druze 
revolt of 1925-27. Shakib Arsalan tried diplomatic pressure; in November 
1925, he demanded from Henri de Jouvenel, the new French high commis- 
sioner, a plebiscite in the disputed parts of Lebanon. Similarly, the Executive 
Committee of the Syro-Palestinian Congress met with de Jouvenel and 
demanded a “free and direct” plebiscite in the 1920 provinces.16 Other delega- 
tions to de Jouvenel did not bother with the nicety of a plebiscite but simply 
demanded the provinces back.!7 Even the provisional chief of the Syrian gov- 
ernment, a French-appointed official, made this demand in June 1926. A Syr- 
ian delegation sent to Paris to negotiate the 1936 treaty with France reportedly 
called for “the restitution of the territories taken away from Syria and annexed 
by Lebanon.” !8 

Syrian politicians also took their case to the Arab leaders. During prelimin- 
ary discussions leading to the establishment of the League of Arab States, 
Syrian prime minister Sa‘dallah al-Jabiri told the Egyptian government that, 
failing the achievement of a Greater Syria union, Syria should receive back the 
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parts of Lebanon that had been reassigned in 1920. He claimed that the 
population of those parts wished this change no less than did Syrians. 

Despite this campaign for the 1920 provinces, the government in Damascus 
eventually saw value in the presence of large numbers of Muslims in Lebanon 
as a guarantee of Lebanon’s Arab and Muslim character. Accordingly, 
Damascus accepted Lebanese independence; in return, it got agreement from 
the Maronites to align Lebanon culturally and politically with the Arabs (and 
not with the French). This compromise was made public in the Alexandria 
Protocol of September 1944 (the founding document of the Arab League), in 
which all the League members, including Syria, explicitly affirmed their 
“respect for the independence and sovereignty of Lebanon within its present 
boundaries.” 19 But Syrian reluctance to recognize Lebanon as a fully sovereign 
and separate nation remained; the symbol of this was the absence of formal 
diplomatic relations between the two countries.2° 

Even after Lebanon’s independence, Damascus tried to gain influence in 
Lebanon, though it no longer challenged the state’s boundaries. For example, 
the president of Syria, Husni az-Za‘im, briefly supported an SSNP effort to 
overthrow the Lebanese government in June 1949, then betrayed the plot to 
the Lebanese police. 


Palestine 


From the moment he arrived in Damascus in October 1918, Prince Faysal 
stressed that Palestine was a part of Syria. Both the 1919 and 1920 meetings of 
the General Syrian Congress identified Palestine by name as an integral part of 
Syria. The first called for “no separation of the southern part of Syria, known 
as Palestine,” while the second unanimously proclaimed “the complete and 
unconditional independence of our country Syria, including Palestine, within 
its natural boundaries.” Faysal informed the General Palestinian Congress that 
met in Damascus in February 1920 that Palestine was his “right hand” and 
promised to work for it as for Syria and Iraq. “I assure you, according to the 
wishes of its people, Palestine will be a part of Syria.”2! Three months later, 
Faysal wrote to General Allenby that Palestine “is an inseperable [sic] part of 
Syria.”22 Faysal was true to his word; Damascus became a major center of 
anti-Zionist rhetoric and activity. It sent so many agents to Palestine that 
Chaim Weizmann, the Zionist leader, concluded that “the agitation against us 
in Palestine is conducted from Syria.”23 

Faysal was not alone in claiming Palestine as part of Syria. His rival, Shukri 
Ghanim, leader of the pro-French faction at the Paris Peace Conference, 
declared Palestine “incontestably the Southern portion of our country.”24 

Syrian hopes for Palestine did not die when the Palestinians lost interest in 
Greater Syria in late 1920 (on this, see pp. 66-69). Indeed, Syrian leaders 
responded to the growth of Palestinian nationalism by pushing harder than 
ever for Greater Syria. Pan-Syrianists needed Palestinian leaders to agree with 
them if they were plausibly to claim popular support for Greater Syria. 
Accordingly, the Syrian Party of Unity strenuously tried to involve in its 
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activities a leading Palestinian organization, the Executive Committee of the 
Palestinian Arab Congress, though without much success. And what Palestin- 
ian leaders would support—such as calls for the “independence of Palestine, 
Syria and Lebanon each alone”—the Pan-Syrianists found unacceptable.2° 
The two sides eventually reached a compromise, whereby the Pan-Syrianists 
made considerable concessions to the Palestinian separatists. Symbolic of this, 
the Syrian Congress became the Syro-Palestinian Congress; more importantly, 
it eventually dropped the demand for Syrian independence.26 

Syrian aspirations for Palestine then abated for about a dozen years, 1924— 
36, with only rare indications of continued interest. For example, a Syrian 
delegation participated in an October 1933 demonstration in Jaffa. 

The 1936-39 Arab revolt in Palestine, an event that captured the imagina- 
tion of Syrians, sparked a second round of major Syrian involvement. Within 
the limits established by the French authorities, Syrians did whatever they 
could to assist the Arab Palestinians, offering sanctuary for Palestinian politi- 
cians and fighters, sending letters and petitions to the British government, 
engaging in demonstrations, and retaliating against Syrian Jews through a 
boycott and riots. The Central Committee of the Jihad collected money and 
arms in Syria and Lebanon which proved vital in the fight against the British 
and the Zionists. A group of “Alawi leaders characterized union with Palestine 
as “the highest aspiration of the Arab Muslims.”27 Speaking at the Inter- 
Parliamentary Congress in October 1938, Faris al-Khuri, speaker of the Syrian 
Parliament, asserted that Palestine and Transjordan had been wrongly divided 
from Syria and called for the unification of these provinces with their own 
country. 

Damascus sponsored “The General Command of the Arab Revolt in South- 
ern Syria (Palestine).”28 Led by a Syrian army officer, Fawzi al-Qawugqji, this 
three-hundred-man unit fought alongside the Palestinians from August to 
November 1936. In return for Syrian backing, a leader of the revolt, “Arif “Abd 
ar-Raziq, called himself “Commander-in-Chief of the Rebels in Southern 
Syria.” Under Syrian pressure in 1938, the “Bureau of the Arab Revolt in 
Palestine” changed “Palestine” in its name to “Southern Syria.”29 Aid from 
Lesser Syria and Lebanon reached such proportions that the British put up a 
barbed-wire fence along Palestine’s borders with those two countries, 

With the approach of independence after World War II, Syrian politicians 
showed renewed interest in Palestine. Faris al-Khuri declared in January 1946 
that historical, racial, and culture ties required that “Palestine, which must 
always remain an Arab state, unite with Syria to form a single state.”3° 

This interest grew as Great Britain made plans to leave Palestine. The 
United Nations decision of November 1947 to partition Palestine led to riots in 
Damascus and Aleppo; seventy-five local Jews were killed in the latter city. 
Soon thereafter, Syrians began to organize volunteer forces to fight the Zion- 
ists. Fawzi al-Qawugji, again leader of the Syrian troops, began infiltrating 
Palestine in January 1948, five months before the British left. He took up a 
position at Tubas in central Palestine and controlled areas in the north. By 
March, Qawugqji commanded about four thousand soldiers. The willingness of 
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thirty parliamentary deputies to volunteer in Palestine indicates the popularity 
of this cause. (Only two of them actually went, however: Adib ash-Shishakli 
and Akram al-Hawrani.) 

Regular Syrian forces joined the general Arab assault on the nascent state in 
May 1948, but their failure was almost total. Syrian troops did win small areas 
within the territory allotted to Israel under the United Nations partition plan, 
and these, revealingly, were quickly incorporated into Syria itself. (In contrast, 
Egyptian officials administered their Gaza conquest from 1948 to 1967 as part 
of Palestine.) Syrian attitudes came out explicitly in May 1949 during the 
Armistice Conference with Israel, when a Syrian delegate announced; “there is 
no international border between Israel and Syria. There was a political border 
between Syria and Palestine. We have to sign an armistice agreement not on 
the basis of a political border, but on the basis of an armistice line.”3! 

The failure to destroy Israel was a blow to Greater Syrian aspirations, but it 
did not eliminate them. In a bitter comment on the military failure, one 
observer wrote: “And now the clear, naked truth: Mother Syria could not save 
Southern Syria.”32 Husni az-Za‘im’s offer of April 1949 to settle three hundred 
thousand Palestinian refugees in Syria should be seen in light of these 
aspirations. 


Transjordan 


Syrian rulers made no serious efforts to control Transjordan, but they did lay 
occasional claim to it in the effort to fend off King “Abdallah’s ambitions. In 
this spirit, Jamil Mardam, Syrian foreign minister and his country’s repre- 
sentative at the Alexandria conference in September 1944, declared that 
“Greater Syria could be achieved by the annexation of Trans-jordan to Syria as 
it had been a southern Syrian province under the Arab regime of Faysal.”33 He 
also told the Transjordanians, “We are republicans. I have already noted what 
our intention is—to attach to Syria this part [Transjordan] that was cut from 
it,”34 ending discussion of a Greater Syria ruled by “Abdallah. Also, the Syrian 
prime minister made clear his lack of interest in working with “Abdallah, telling 
the Transjordanian consul in Damascus that “the Syrian government favored 
the formation of Greater Syria but without alteration of the present republican 
regime [in Syria]. Transjordan was part of Syria and should be reunited with 
republican Syria.” He suggested a plebiscite to ascertain the popular will.35 

In ratifying the Arab League Pact, one Syrian member of parliament condi- 
tioned his affirmative vote on the pact not obstructing the unity of Syria. 
Shukri al-Quwwatli, the president of Syria and a longtime opponent of 
“Abdallah’s schemes, suggested in September 1947 that “if Transjordan really 
wants unity, let her people join the mother country [Syria] as a free 
republic.”36 But Syria’s dismal showing——and Transjordan’s relative success-— 
in the war against Israel won “Abdallah support in Syria; consequently, 
some of the December 1948 rioters in Syrian cities called for union with 
Transjordan. 

The defensive nature of Syria’s claim to Jordan came out especially clearly 
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in a speech delivered by the Syrian head of state, Husni az-Za‘im, in April 
1949. He began by denouncing Jordanian and Iraqi claims to Syria: “The 
Syrian Republic wants neither Greater Syria nor [the] Fertile Crescent.” Then 
Za‘im showed his fears: “All persons entering into contact with the Govern- 
ment of Jordan or travelling to that country will be charged before a military 
court for the crime of high treason and will be sentenced to death.” He con- 
cluded by staking out Syria’s own claims: “As for Jordan, which is and remains 
a Syrian province, she will sooner or later rejoin the mother country and 
become the 10th province of the Syrian Republic.”37 

According to a newspaper account, the inhabitants of Ajlun in Transjordan 
petitioned the French high commissioner to incorporate their district into 
Syria.38 Transjordanian leaders in exile sometimes supported the claim of 
Lesser Syria to their home territory. The most prominent of these, Dr. Subhi 
Abu Ghunayma, announced in April 1947 the goal of driving “Abdallah from 
the throne, then setting up a republican regime “in federation with Syria.”3? 


Iraq 


After 1930, Iraq’s imminent independence made the prospect of union with it 
attractive to Syrian politicans. Accordingly, Faysal met Syrian leaders in 1931— 
32 to discuss merging their two countries, while Syrian supporters of union 
paraded Faysal’s picture through the streets of Damascus and circulated peti- 
tions. Prominent monarchists came out in favor of Faysal’s return to Damascus 
and published a program which declared the unity of the Syrian territories.4° 
On Faysal’s death in 1933, a number of Sunni leaders “urged the people of 
Iraq to work for unity of Iraq and Syria under a Hashemite King, swearing 
allegiance to King Ghazi as successor of King Faysal of Syria.” They also 
renewed the pledge they had made to Faysal when he became king of Syria in 
1920.41 

Much later, in the spring of 1939, Syrian students called for a union of their 
country with Iraq under the rule of Ghazi. 

Aleppo suffered especially from the divisions of 1920—23, for the mer- 
chants there had traditionally dealt mostly with Mosul and Baghdad. Under- 
standably, sentiment for joining Iraq to Syria was especially strong among 
Aleppines. Indeed, in October 1944, a parliamentarian from Aleppo asserted 
that “some of our [Syrian] territory has been annexed to Iraq.”42 The People’s 
Party (Hizb ash-Sha‘b),*3 founded in August 1948 and based primarily in 
Aleppo, agitated strongly for union with Iraq. Party leaders contacted Bagh- 
dad, and unity discussions were well along when Syria’s first military coup 
took place, on 30 March 1949, aborting the People’s Party initiative. 

Then, just ten days after coming to power, the new ruler, Husni az-Za‘im, 
indicated an intention of his own to sign a military pact with Iraq. Four days 
after that, Syrian military mission went off to Baghdad. But Za‘im’s means of 
attaining power and the abruptness of his methods offended the Hashimis in 
Iraq, and they gave him a cool reception. Instead, Za‘im turned to alliance with 
Egypt, and his rejection of Iraq then became absolute. He announced: “We 
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shall fight everything that is hatched in the Middle East under the aegis of the 
Fertile Crescent.”44 

This did not end Syrian efforts. Za‘im was overthrown in August 1949 by 
Sami al-Hinnawi, who appointed People’s Party members to key positions. 
They immediately began discussions with Baghdad with the aim of creating a 
union. When Prince ‘Abd al-Illah of Iraq visited Damascus in September, Hin- 
nawi called publicly for a union of the two countries. Despite keen interest on 
both sides, discussions again foundered. Syrians worried about the Iraqi sys- 
tem of monarchy and the ties with Britain; further, important politicians in 
both countries, including Nuri as-Sa‘id in Iraq, opposed unification. 

Then, as negotiations were taking place, Hinnawi fell from power in 
December 1949. The immediate cause was related to Iraq. Hinnawi refused to 
include a statement in his presidential oath about preserving Syria’s republican 
regime (and so left open the possibility of Hashimi rule), precipitating a coup 
just hours before his scheduled swearing-in ceremony. 


Alexandretta 


Damascus wanted the return of at least Alexandretta; ideally, it sought Cilicia 
and the whole region south of the Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains. The 
Syro-Palestinian Congress criticized Paris for the Franklin-Bouillon Agreement 
of 1921, for, without consulting Syrians, it had ceded Cilicia to the Turks. 
Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali, an influential Syrian writer, complained in 1925 that 
Syria’s new border in the north was “not the natural geographic border of 
Greater Syria,” which he saw running along the Taurus and Anti-Taurus 
Mountains.*5 

The incorporation of Alexandretta into Turkey in 1939 upset many Syr- 
ians, thereby stimulating Pan-Syrian and Pan-Arab sentiments. Syrian efforts 
to win the territory back coalesced in 1945 in anticipation of the San Francisco 
Conference. On the anniversary of the territory’s loss that year, strikes took 
place in all major Syrian towns and petitions were delivered to the British 
government. Many organizations joined the government in demanding the 
region’s return. The Syrian press called for the retrocession of Alexandretta, 
which had been “wrested from Syria.”46 In March 1946, Nuri as-Sa‘id of Iraq 
mediated an agreement whereby Ankara did not insist on formal Syrian recog- 
nition of the territory’s incorporation; reciprocating, Damascus did not for- 
mally demand its return. This compromise has held for nearly half a century; 
but while the passage of time has necessarily diminished the immediacy of the 
issue for Syrians, the sense of loss lives on. 

Indeed, Alexandretta continued to irritate relations between the two coun- 
tries after Syrian independence in 1946. Syrian prime minister Jamil Mardam 
announced in early 1947 that his government would submit the dispute to an 
international organization for a judgment. In July, the press played up a Syrian 
court decision in which charges against a man who entered Syria without a 
passport from Alexandretta were dropped—on the grounds that he had gone 
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from one Syrian province to another. Also in 1947, the Ba‘th Party called for 
Alexandretta’s “return to the Syrian motherland [al-watan al-umm Suriya].”47 


Lebanon 


The wish to bring Lebanon under Damascus’s rule was not one-sided; 
Lebanese Sunnis saw integration into Syria as the best way to avoid Maronite 
ambitions. For decades, Sunnis in Lebanon looked to Damascus for help in 
undoing their state. But they were disappointed, for the Lesser Syrian leader- 
ship showed a willingness to compromise on Lebanon, leaving the Lebanese 
Sunnis to act on their own behalf and spurring their radicalization. 

From late 1918 to mid-1920, the Sunnis looked to Faysal in Damascus to 
help them avoid incorporation in a Maronite-dominated state. Even after the 
French conquest of Lesser Syria in July 1920, they continued to demand union 
with it. Sunni opposition activities took several forms. Led by residents of 
Beirut and Tripoli, they flooded the League of Nations and French offices in 
Beirut and Paris with memorials, petitions, and telegrams. Demonstrations in 
the city streets took place on a regular basis. Increased mosque attendance, 
greater celebration of Islamic holidays, and other religious acts strengthened 
the spirit of communal solidarity. 

The Sunnis’ efforts to secede became more organized in 1923, as their 
leaders combined efforts to petition the French and send emissaries to Europe. 
That year, a group of Lebanese Muslims wrote the French high commissioner: 


The attachment of Beirut province ... to Mt. Lebanon took place without 
popular approval or consultation. . . . Syrian unity brings the purest good and 
the most universal benefit to the greatest numbers. Mt. Lebanon is a part of 
Syria; it is insane for it to be excluded. ... We demand separation from 
Lebanon and attachment to Syria on a decentralized basis.”48 


Exiles did their share: a Lebanese group, the Central Committee of the Union 
of Syrian-American Associations, issued a program calling for “the unity and 
integrity of Syria within its natural geographic limits, from Asia Minor to the 
Sinai desert.”49 An exile paper in Mexico appeared under the name “United 
Syria” (Suriya al-Muttahida). Efforts to cultivate the Greek Orthodox, who 
joined the Sunnis in resenting Maronite domination, paid off. 

The Druze revolt in Syria of 1925-27 fueled Sunni dissatisfaction. “From 
the end of 1925 until the summer of 1926,” wrote Meir Zamir, “a wave of 
intensive pro-Syrian activity, unprecedented since 1920, spread throughout the 
coastal area. Petitions were sent to the High Commission, the French govern- 
ment and the League of Nations, commercial strikes were organised, numerous 
meetings of notables and leaders were held and articles supporting union with 
Syria were published in the Muslim press.”5° Sunni leaders carried petitions to 
the French authorities calling for union with Damascus. They also organized 
into committees to orchestrate unionist sentiments, coordinate with the rebels 
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in Syria, and communicate with the Executive Committee of the Syro- 
Palestinian Congress. 

The constitution planned for Lebanon in early 1926 would have endowed 
the Lebanese polity with a new permanence. Sunni Muslims who opposed this 
step took the occasion to express an intent to withdraw from Lebanon. They 
withdrew from constitutional consultations, held meetings in Damascus to 
protest their exclusion from Syria, and took up guerrilla warfare in the Biga‘ 
Valley. In January 1926, the municipal council in the mostly Shi‘i town of 
Baalbek resolved not to participate in drawing up the constitution and simulta- 
neously demanded to be joined to Syria. In February 1926, a group of promi- 
nent Muslims demanded that Lebanon be joined to “the Syrian union on a 
basis of decentralization.”5! 

Muslim leaders of Sidon expressed their “certain wish for separation from 
so-called Greater Lebanon and incorporation in a Syrian union on a basis of 
decentralization.”52 As one Muslim explained, “Greater Lebanon was created 
against the Muslims. It was a matter of forming a Christian state. When the 
authorities created Greater Lebanon, we Muslims were sacrificed, for our 
country is Syria. If we one day become citizens of Greater Lebanon, it will be 
because this was imposed on us. We demand to be attached to Syria in a 
federal government.”53 Another Muslim put it more succinctly: “We want a 
country that can vibrate our hearts”54—referring, of course, to union with 
Syria. 

Representatives from all parts of Muslim Lebanon, including members of 
the Lebanese parliament, met in Damascus for a June 1926 Conference of the 
Sons of the Coast “to express their rejection of French behavior, communal- 
ism, and their rejection of Lebanon’s separation from Syria.” The conference 
communiqué observed that “the Syrian issue is a single issue which allows no 
divisions. When the Syrians made up a single nation [umma], nationalism 
[qawmiya] bound them all together and no distinctions were made according 
to religion or sect.”55 Another Conference of the Sons of the Coast met two 
years later and called for Lebanon’s inclusion in Syria. It also declared that 
“when the Syrian province was unified, it did not accept division; when the 
Syrian people was a single nation [umma], it was bound by national commu- 
nity of purpose in which there were no differences along religion or sect.”5¢ 
The participation of members of the Lebanese parliament in these meetings 
endowed them with special importance. 

At a Beirut Conference of the Coast in November 1933, the delegates 
affirmed, “We very much desire to be included within a general Syrian union; 
outside of it there is no life for our country.” Among the telegrams of support 
was one from the National Bloc in Syria which endorsed what it called the 
“Conference of the Syrian Coast.”57 

The Sunnis of Beirut were the first to accept the status quo, as economic 
success cushioned political disappointment. But not entirely; the residents of 
one Muslim quarter of Beirut refused to fly the Lebanese flag to the end of the 
mandate. In Tripoli, the urge to secede took longer to diminish; though active 
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efforts there died out in 1923, the city remained a center of militancy well into 
the 1930s. 

The prospect of a Franco-Syrian accord in 1936 inspired another round of 
activism among Lebanese Muslims. The Sunnis of Tripoli petitioned the 
League of Nations, requesting that their region, previously incorporated into 
Lebanon “without their agreement or consent ... be annexed to United 
Syria.”58 Four persons died in Sidon in a July riot favoring union with Syria. At 
a Conference of the Coast in early 1936, Muslim leaders from Lebanon and 
Syria met with members of the newly formed SSNP to demand that the areas 
added to Lebanon in 1920 be returned to Syria. An SSNP member told the 
conference, “Fifteen thousand Lebanese youths demand Syrian unity; and if | 
said that fifteen thousand Lebanese youths demand unity, I am confident when 
I say that Lebanon, Gentlemen, is a part of Syria and the youth of Lebanon 
today will not be satisfied with separation from their nation [umma].”59 A 
Communist leader announced his support for “total unity for Geographic 
Syria.” 6° 

The signing of a Franco-Syrian protocol in September 1936 provoked the 
Sunni Muslims of Tripoli to riot and strike to demand incorporation in Syria. 
When the Lebanese president visited Tripoli four days after the signing, he was 
met by crowds of children and youths who shouted slogans in favor of unity 
with Syria; they refused to obey police orders, so the incident ended in a stone- 
throwing fracas with the police.®! In late 1936, the Sunni residents of Basta, a 
quarter in Beirut, rioted to bring about unity with Syria. The French high 
commissioner described their efforts: “Armed with stones, clubs, daggers, and 
firearms, carrying Syrian flags, the demonstrators threw themselves down 
Basta Street shouting ‘Down with Lebanese unity! Long live Syrian unity, the 
unity of blood!’ Reaching the Christian quarters, the demonstrators began to 
break shop windows, plunder their contents, and attack trolleys and cars.”6? 

Ironically, this disturbance was led by Riyad as-Sulh, the Sunni politician 
instrumental in forging the great Lebanese compromise of 1943, the National 
Pact. The pact divided power between the Sunnis and Maronites: Sunnis 
accepted separation from Syria, and Maronites accepted Lebanon’s Arab iden- 
tity (which meant turning their back on France). The informal agreement of 
1943 ended Sunni efforts to join with Syria, at least for several decades. 

Still, a reluctance fully to accept the Lebanese polity remained widespread 
among Sunni Lebanese. The case of the prominent Karami family of Tripoli 
illustrates the continuity of this sentiment. “Abd al-Hamid Karami, a Sunni 
mufti, wrote to the president of France in June 1937 demanding the incorpora- 
tion of Tripoli and its region into the “motherland” of Syria;6? it was not until 
1949, after he had been Lebanon’s prime minister for four years, that he 
accepted the National Pact of 1943—and then only with reservations. “Abd al- 
Hamid’s son Rashid also served as prime minister on many occasions in the 
1970s and 1980s, and he, too, consistently denigrated Lebanese independence. 

Not wanting to live under Maronite rule, Sunni Arabs in Lebanon initially 
resisted the boundaries that separated them from Syria. With time, however, 
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they became involved in the urgent need to influence events in the Lebanese 
polity, and their interest in Syria subsequently waned. In the end, the willing- 
ness of Syrian leaders to compromise on Lebanon compelled the Lebanese 
Sunnis to come to terms with an independent Lebanon. 

Sunnis living in Lebanon also reacted to events going on in Turkey. They 
put additional pressure on France when Atatiirk forced the French to evacuate 
Cilicia in late 1921. The splitting of Alexandretta from Syria raised hopes 
among Sunnis in northern Lebanon that Tripoli would be allocated to Syria by 
way of compensation; a delegation of Sunnis from Tripoli went to Paris in 
1937 to petition this action from the French prime minister, without success. 


Palestine 
Peak Interest, 1918—1920 


Before World War I, the Arabs of Palestine remained loyal to the Ottoman 
Empire and had but a small role in the development of Pan-Syrian and Pan- 
Arab ideologies. Interest in these ideologies picked up only in 1918, when 
several Palestinians rose to high positions in Faysal’s movement. Faysal’s cam- 
paign evinced little support, however; few declarations were made in his favor, 
and quite a few of the several dozen Palestinians who joined his forces had 
been Ottoman soldiers taken prisoner of war. 

By the end of 1918, the Arabs of Palestine agreed almost unanimously on 
the need for Syrian unity. Interest in Pan-Syrian unity continued to increase 
and peaked during the early months of 1920. Although the appeal of Greater 
Syria dropped off rapidly that summer, it retained a modest role in subsequent 
decades. 

Three major Palestinian organizations forwarded Pan-Syrian ideas in the 
immediate aftermath of World War I: the Arab Club (An-Nadi al-‘Arabi), the 
Literary Club (Al-Muntada al-Adabi), and the Muslim-Christian Association 
(Al-Jam‘iya al-Islamiya al-Masibiya). (Note the lack of mention of Palestine in 
all of their names.) The first two groups went farthest, calling outright for 
unity with Syria under Faysal. The Arab Club was especially vehement in this 
regard; al-Hajj Muhammad Amin al-Husayni, who later emerged as the deadly 
enemy of the Hashimi family, served as its president. He recruited about two 
thousand military volunteers for Husayn in 1918, worked actively on Faysal’s 
behalf in 1919, and attended the General Syrian Congress in 1920. A British 
diplomatic report noted that Amin al-Husayni’s activities were directed “in 
favor of union with Sharifian [i.e., Faysal’s] Syria.”&+ One of the Arab Club 
members, Kamil al-Budayri, edited (along with ‘Arif al-“Arif) a newspaper 
called Suriya al-Janubiya (“Southern Syria”), which from September 1919 
advocated Palestine’s incorporation in Greater Syria. 

Even the Muslim-Christian Association, an organization of traditional 
leaders—men who would expect to rule if Palestine became independent— 
demanded incorporation in Greater Syria. The association held a congress 
(known as the First Palestinian Congress) in January-February 1919 to draw 
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up demands for the Paris Peace Conference. Representatives of fourteen Pal- 
estinian cities and towns submitted a petition calling for Southern Syria to be 
“inseparable from the independent Arab Syrian government.”® In behind-the- 
scenes maneuvering, the French pressured for Greater Syria resolutions and the 
British for an independent Palestine. Amin al-Husayni, who was pro-British at 
that time, called for unity between Palestine and Syria. The congress, which by 
one count included sixteen delegates favoring unity with Syria (two of which 
were pro-French) and eleven favoring Palestinian independence,®* declared 
Palestine “nothing but part of Arab Syria and it has never been separated from 
it at any stage.” They saw Palestine tied to Syria by “national [qawmiya], 
religious, linguistic, moral, economic, and geographic bonds.” On the basis of 
this view, they called for Palestine remaining “undetached from the indepen- 
dent Arab Syrian Government. ”67 

Musa Kazim al-Husayni, head of the Jerusalem Town Council (in effect, 
mayor) told a Zionist interlocutor in October 1919: “We demand no separa- 
tion from Syria.”8 According to Ahmad ash-Shuqayri (the man who headed 
the PLO in the 1960s), the ubiquitous slogan of 1918-19 was “Unity, Unity, 
From the Taurus [Mountains] to Rafah [in Gaza], Unity, Unity.”®? In this 
spirit, the British military governor of Jerusalem received a letter from the Arab 
Club toward the end of 1919, declaring, “Southern Syria forms a part of the 
United Syria beginning from Taures [and extending to] Rafa, the separation of 
which we do not tolerate under any circumstances, and we are as well prepared 
to sacrifice ourselves towards its defense with all our power.”7° Also at that 
time, plans were made to unify with Syria through force of arms. 

The same appeal echoed from all corners. “A woman singer named Badi‘a 
sang at coffee houses in the town {of Ramla] and encouraged her enraptured 
listeners to join Amir Faysal.”7! From San Salvador, of all places, a protest in 
March 1919 went out from the “Syrian Palestinians” to international leaders 
calling for “no separation between Syria and Palestine” and expressing hope 
that “Syria and Palestine remain united.” The Salvadorans declared: “We trust 
that if Syria and Palestine remain united, we will never be enslaved by the 
Jewish yoke.”72 

A congress of Palestinians met in Damascus in February 1920 and strongly 
advocated Pan-Syrian unity. One speaker suggested that Palestine stood in 
relation to Syria as Alsace-Lorraine to France. According to a contemporary 
newspaper report, 


‘Izzat Darwaza spoke about Palestine and [the need for] Syrian unity, then he 
submitted a statement for general opinion. No one disagreed with him. The 
discussion proceeded further on this matter; some participants wanted not to 
mention Palestine but to use the expression Greater Syria [al-Bilad ash- 
Shamiya] for all the regions of Syria, and they were applauded. 


The congress passed four resolutions. The first noted that “it never occurred to 
the peoples of Northern and Coastal Syria that Southern Syria (or Palestine) is 
anything but a part of Syria.” The second called for an economic boycott of the 
Zionists in “all three parts of Syria” (meaning Lesser Syria, Mount Lebanon, 
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and the Palestine mandate, which at that time still included Transjordan). The 
third and fourth resolutions called for Palestine “not to be divided from Syria” 
and for “the independence of Syria within its natural borders.”73 

The crowning of Faysal as king of Syria in March 1920 elicited strong Pan- 
Syrian reactions among the Arabs of Palestine. The British military governor of 
Palestine received a petition (with Amin al-Husayni’s signature on it) demand- 
ing the eradication of borders with Syria and the inclusion of Palestine in a 
Syrian union. Musa Kazim al-Husayni broke his promise not to engage in 
politics and spoke from the municipality building’s balcony in praise of Faysal. 
“Arif al-“Arif led a mass demonstration in Jerusalem in which the participants 
carried pictures of Faysal and called for unity with Syria. Rumors spread about 
an impending general rebellion aimed at unifying with Lesser Syria. 

Amin al-Husayni, just back from Damascus, introduced a new element 
when he reported on 1 April 1920 that the British government would be 
willing to recognize Faysal as ruler of Palestine as well as Lesser Syria. This 
report raised Pan-Syrian expectations to a fever pitch. 

The sobering news from San Remo later in April—that the powers had 
decided to divide Palestine from Lesser Syria and keep both territories under 
their control—precipitated protests from all parts of Palestine. Calls went out 
for the independence of a united Syria stretching from Turkey to the Sinai. 
Horace B. Samuel recounted that the Nabi Musa riots in Jerusalem on 4 April 
were initiated by two young men who shouted, “Long live our King—King 
Feisul.”74 One historian, Taysir Jbara, believed that these two were none other 
than Amin al-Husayni and ‘Izzat Darwaza.75 

As tensions between Faysal and the French rose in mid-1920, Palestinians 
donated money to help the Syrian cause. Although volunteers were prevented 
from crossing into Syria, Palestinians living in Damascus had had an important 
role in organizing the violence in Palestine following Faysal’s coronation. 


The Decline of Pan-Syrianism 


These acts notwithstanding, Palestinian interest in union with Syria was 
always precarious. The two sides, Lesser Syrian and Palestinian, had different 
expectations. Prince Faysal, like many Syrians in the period 1918—20, saw the 
Zionists as less of a danger than the Maronites, so he worked with Jewish 
leaders so long as they helped him achieve Greater Syria. In contrast, Palestin- 
ian leaders saw Zionists as the preeminent problem. For them, Faysal’s standing 
depended almost exclusively on his ability to help them against the Zionists. In 
late 1918, the Palestinians saw Faysal, in the words of a French diplomat, as 
the only Arab leader “capable of resisting the Jewish flood” into Palestine.76 
Accordingly, Faysal’s willingness to deal with the Zionists diminished Palesti- 
nian backing for him. 

This difference in outlook created tensions between Lesser Syrian and Pal- 
estinian leaders from the moment World War I ended in November 1918. 
Signs of disaffection were apparent within three months of Faysal’s arrival in 
Damascus, and they grew with time. 


Failed Efforts to Constitute Greater Syria, 1920-1973 67 


In early 1919, the Muslim-Christian Association held the First Palestinian 
Congress which resolved that Palestine “should be part of Southern Syria, 
provided the latter is not under foreign control.”77 The association’s Jerusalem 
branch went farther; calling for an independent government in Palestine to be 
only “politically associated” with Syria, it authorized Faysal “to represent 
Palestine and defend it at the Paris Conference,” on the understanding that 
Palestine would enjoy full autonomy within a Syrian union.78 And while “Arif 
Pasha ad-Dajjani, president of the Muslim-Christian Association, insisted that 
“Palestine or Southern Syria—an integral part of the one and indivisible 
Syria—must not in any case or for any pretext be detached,”7? he also had 
doubts about rule from Damascus. ‘Izzat Darwaza recalled Dajjani joking that 
this would lead to the Syrians snatching away the Palestinians’ fezzes; to which 
Darwaza replied, ironically, that by the same logic, Jerusalem as capital of 
Palestine would then snatch the fezzes of other Palestinian towns.8° Some 
wanted only a cultural union with Lesser Syria. 

Arguments against connections to Damascus began to appear in the press 
in 1919. The Arab Club was the first nationalist institution to abandon 
Faysal’s leadership. Despite its name, the newspaper Suriya al-Janubiya \ed the 
campaign away from Pan-Syrianism, arguing that Lesser Syrians had become 
too absorbed in their conflict with France to pay enough attention to the 
Zionist challenge. In January 1920, when Faysal returned empty-handed from 
his second trip to Europe, top Palestinians began to see him as dispensable to 
their cause, an impression reinforced by the lack of Syrian response to the 
Jerusalem riots of April 1920. Despite these strains, Lesser Syrian and Palestin- 
ian leaders minimized their differences for almost two years, for both had an 
interest in Prince Faysal’s success. 

Everything changed, however, after the French took Damascus in July 
1920. The attention of Lesser Syrians became entirely absorbed by French rule, 
leaving very little for Palestine. For Palestinians, the attraction of a Syrian 
connection disappeared. Why be joined to Damascus if this meant rule by 
Paris? Amin al-Husayni and other Palestinian figures came to recognize that 
the Palestinians were on their own against the British and the Zionists. From 
then on, they sought to establish an autonomous Arab government in Palestine 
which they, not politicians in Damascus, would rule. 

The Third Palestinian Congress, meeting in December 1920, formalized 
this change in outlook when it dropped the appellation Southern Syria and no 
longer demanded that Palestine by joined with Lesser Syria. By the Sixth 
Palestinian Congress, in June 1923, Southern Syria had disappeared, and it 
remained absent in the Seventh Congress of June 1928. 

When the Syrian Congress (the main exile organization dedicated to build- 
ing Greater Syria) met in August 1921, Palestinians would no longer endorse 
the unity of Greater Syria. They even made the organization rename itself the 
Syro-Palestinian Congress and issue a statement calling for the “independence 
of Syria and of Palestine.”8! A year later, Palestinians withdrew from this 
congress, finding it too preoccupied with France. By May 1923, Palestinian 
leaders were telling Riyad as-Sulh, a Lebanese politician who urged accommo- 
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dation with Zionism, that, as a Syrian, he had no business getting involved in 
Palestinian matters. 

What accounts for this rapid collapse of Pan-Syrian sentiment in Palestine? 
Yehoshua Porath argues that Palestinians supported Pan-Syrianism so long as 
it served them and abandoned it when it no longer had utility. In contrast to 
Lesser Syrians, who tended to see Pan-Syrianism as an end in itself, he says, 
Palestinians saw it as a means, a weapon in the battle against Zionism; it was 
weak because it only served ulterior purposes. In the years 1918 to 1920, being 
treated as part of Syria had three advantages.82 The joint Anglo-French decla- 
ration of November 1918 promised “to encourage and assist the establishment 
of native governments and administrations in Syria and Mesopotamia”—not 
Palestine.83 This declaration made it desirable for Palestine to be seen as part 
of Syria. Associating with the larger Muslim population of Greater Syria 
offered a way to overwhelm the Jewish immigrants demographically. And 
alliance with Faysal gave Palestinians a relatively powerful protector. 

According to Porath, Lesser Syrian absorption with its own problems 
caused these advantages to disappear: 


Disappointment over the moderation of the Syrians toward Zionism cooled 
the Palestinians’ enthusiasm for the idea of Pan-Syrian unity. . . . The orienta- 
tion towards Damascus was based less on the growth of nationalism around 
this area [of Greater Syria] than upon a given political situation. When this 
situation changed, the foundations of the Pan-Syrian movement collapsed.84 


All these points are correct, but not the implication that Pan-Syrian 
nationalism was merely a tactic while Palestinian nationalism appealed to deep 
sentiments. The reverse is closer to the truth. Existing sentiments fit better 
within Greater Syria than Palestine. Tactical considerations motivated the 
rapid collapse of Pan-Syrian sentiment and its replacement by Palestinian sepa- 
ratism. Porath himself quotes one Palestinian leader who openly admitted this. 
Only days after the fall of Faysal’s government, Musa Kazim al-Husayni 
declared, “after the recent events in Damascus, we have to effect a complete 
change in our plans here. Southern Syria no longer exists. We must defend 
Palestine.”85 Kamil ad-Dajjani explained many years after the event that “the 
collapse of Faysal’s rule in Syria and the disappointment of the hopes which 
were pinned upon that rule, made Palestinians feel that the orientation toward 
a Greater Syria bore no fruit.”8¢ Palestinian nationalism originated not in 
spontaneous feelings but in calculated politics, and many years passed before 
the emotional appeal of this premeditated and novel allegiance matched that of 
Pan-Syrian nationalism. 

Why this shift? Because Palestine served better. It allowed the Arab leaders 
of Palestine to speak the same political language as the Zionists and the British. 
Rather than refer to some outside source of authority, they claimed sovereignty 
for themselves, and in the process evolved from provincial notables into inde- 
pendent actors. Ultimately, Palestinian nationalism originated in Zionism; 
were it not for the existence of another people who saw British Palestine as 
their national home, the Sunni Arabs would have continued to view this area 
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as a province of Greater Syria. Zionism turned Palestine into something wor- 
thy in itself. If not for the Jewish aspirations, Sunni Arab attitudes toward 
Palestine would no doubt have resembled those toward the territory of Trans- 
jordan, an indifference only slowly eroded by many years of governmental 
effort. 

The evolution of the Sunnis’ views in Lebanon sheds light on their co- 
religionists in Palestine. The two groups faced strikingly similar challenges in 
the period 1918-20 for, just as Zionists wanted a separate mandate for 
Palestine, Maronites sought a separate Lebanon. Not wanting to live under 
Maronite or Jewish rule, Sunnis in both areas resisted the Lebanese and Palesti- 
nian polities. But whereas Sunni Arabs of Lebanon sought reincorporation into 
Lesser Syria for another two decades, those of Palestine began the switch to 
separatism already in 1920. 

Jewish nationalism stimulated an intense Palestinian identity, but Maronite 
nationalism never prompted a comparable feeling for Lebanon; why? Because 
Sunnis in Palestine had hopes of winning British favor, whereas those of 
Lebanon could hardly hope to win French favor. This prompted the first to 
adopt language and aspirations that would suit the mandatory power. Also, 
Sunnis in Palestine enjoyed a demographic preponderance that gave them the 
confidence to go it alone; those in Lebanon felt too weak to take over the state, 
at least before World War II. Too, Zionists did not speak Arabic, and Mar- 
onites did; this fundamentally affected the way Sunnis saw Zionists and the 
state they created. Finally, Sunnis saw Jews and Christians differently, for the 
first had always been a weak minority, while the latter represented the Mus- 
lims’ principal earthly rival. 


Vestiges of Pan-Syrianism 


Though it initially had very little appeal, the logic of need caused Palestinian 
nationalism to flourish, so that it became a truly popular cause. So thoroughly 
has the former come to dominate that the earlier strengths of Pan-Syrian 
nationalism have been largely forgotten. 

Nonetheless, Pan-Syrian nationalism lasted in Palestine through the inter- 
war period and continued to find a sizable audience, as an abundance of 
evidence shows. Al-Ittihad al-‘Arabi, a newspaper published from 1925 to 
1927, strongly favored Greater Syria. (Ironically, Al-Ittihad al-‘Arabi, meaning 
“Arab Unity,” supported Pan-Syrianism, while Suriya al-Janubiya, or “South- 
ern Syria,” came to support Palestinian separatism.) A Palestinian organization 
founded in August 1932, the Arab Independence Party in Southern Syria (Hizb 
al-Istiglal al-‘Arabiya fi Suriya al-Janubiya), returned to the nomenclature of 
Southern Syria. Its platform called Palestine “an Arab country and a natural 
part of Syria,”87 and its manifestos referred to Palestine as Southern Syria. 

Some leading Palestinian thinkers continued to work for a Syrian union. 
Ahmad al-Khalidi, a Palestinian educator, proposed two cantons in Palestine, 
one Jewish and the other Arab; the latter he referred to as Southern Syria.88 In 
a 1934 meeting with David Ben-Gurion, Musa “Alami explained that an Arab 
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federation would consist of three major states, one of which would be “Syria 
and western Palestine.”8? Even George Antonius, the leading Palestinian theor- 
ist of Pan-Arab nationalism, accepted this formulation. Meeting with Ben- 
Gurion three times in April 1936, Antonius asserted that “there was no natural 
barrier between Palestine and Syria, and there was no difference between their 
inhabitants.”9° He explained the unreality of Palestine, and that Greater Syria 
from the Taurus Mountains to the Sinai Desert formed a single unit. Ben- 
Gurion concluded from these talks that Antonius’s true interest lay in the fate 
of Syria, not Palestine. 

Pan-Syrian ideas also remained a part of Arab diplomacy. The Fourth 
Palestinian Congress of May 1921 called for a Palestinian delegate to be sent to 
the Syro-Palestinian Congress in Geneva to demand Syrian unity from the 
League of Nations.?! Delegates at the Fifth Congress were told that “the 
inhabitants of Southern Syria see themselves and their land as an inseparable 
part of the rest of Syria.”92 The Palestine Delegation in Geneva demanded that 
Palestine not be divided from its Arab neighbors.93 A report by the Executive 
Committee of the Palestinian Arab Congress in 1924 refers to “the one country 
of Syria” and calls Palestine “Southern Syria.”94 Remarkably, Greater Syria 
surfaced even in Palestinian appeals to the West. Palestinian legations meeting 
with Winston Churchill in March and August 1921 both called for Palestine 
“not [to] be separated from her Arab-neighboring sister-states.”95 

Reviving Southern Syria offered several benefits. It provided a way for 
Palestinians to call on assistance from Lesser Syria and Lebanon; in June 1933, 
the party warned the inhabitants of “Coastal” and “Interior” Syria (i.e., 
Lebanon and Lesser Syria) that Zionist ambitions would harm them, too.’¢ It 
also helped mobilize efforts outside Palestine against British and Zionist 
activities. Exile groups continued to see Palestine as part of Syria. The Palestine 
National League of New York asserted in 1922 that “The Palestinians ask only 
to be left alone with their fellow Syrians to develop the resources of their 
province which has been an integral part of Syria for two thousand years.”97 

But Pan-Syrianism was not just utilitarian. Palestinians dispatched various 
forms of aid when political crises occurred in Lesser Syria. During the 1925— 
27 revolt, they sent money and food, and they demonstrated, struck, and pub- 
licized their sympathy for the Syrians. They held a general strike in March 
1926 to protest the presence in Jerusalem of the French high commissioner to 
Lebanon and Syria. The Syrian general strike of 1936 inspired solidarity meet- 
ings and demonstrations in Palestine; in the name of Southern Syria, some of 
them called for immediate unity between the two regions. Palestinians also sent 
money to the strike committee in Syria. 

The memory of Faysal and his dream of a Greater Syrian kingdom retained 
its impact in Palestine. In September 1933, Palestinians mourned Faysal’s 
death and recalled the hopes they had had in him; similarly, the first anniver- 
sary of his death prompted many expressions of grief. Despite the politicians’ 
disillusionment with Faysal, his career touched something that stirred 
Palestinians. 

Palestinians sometimes directed their feelings of Pan-Syrian solidarity 
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toward Transjordan. Transjordan’s independence in March 1946 provided an 
occasion for displaying pictures of “Abdallah and other Hashimis in the streets 
of Hebron. 

With time, Palestinians developed Pan-Syrian ambitions of their own. 
Amin al-Husayni planned, after having wrested control of Palestine from the 
British, to expand east and north. In 1934 he joined with Fawzi al-Qawuqji to 
plot “Abdallah’s overthrow and the union of Transjordan with Palestine. 
Revealingly, he suggested unity between like-minded Palestinian and Pan- 
Syrian parties in June 1937. Husayni’s terrorist agents threatened the British 
consul in Damascus on behalf of the “Arabs of southern Syria.”98 In his 
November 1941 conversation with Adolf Hitler, Husayni explained that “the 
Arabs were striving for the independence and unity of Palestine, Syria, and 
Iraq.”99 Also suggestive is an undated leaflet in Arabic distributed by the 
Italian government of Benito Mussolini. Addressed to “Syrians from Mt. 
Taurus to El Arish,” it refers to “His Excellency al-Hajj Amin al-Husayni” as 
“the leader of Greater Palestine.” 100 As Munif al-Husayni, Amin’s close asso- 
ciate, explained many years later, it was taken for granted that “once Palestine 
assumes its independence, then the Palestinians will consider the idea of unity 
with the other Arab states.”1°1 Although Husayni failed to achieve even the 
first step of his plan—control of Palestine—this ambition helps explain the 
acute tensions between himself and those politicians in Amman and Damascus 
who envisioned Palestine as part of Syria. 


Transjordan 


More than any other ruler of his time, ‘Abdallah of Transjordan tried to piece 
Greater Syria together. During the thirty years from his arrival in Amman in 
March 1921 to his assassination in July 1951, Greater Syria stood at the heart 
of Transjordanian foreign policy. Throughout this period, “Abdallah claimed 
Damascus and sovereignty over Greater Syria on the basis of the resolution 
passed by the General Syrian Congress of March 1920.192 (The congress, it 
will be recalled, had called for Syrian independence within its “natural bound- 
aries” and crowned his brother Faysal as king of Syria.) These efforts affected 
nearly every aspect of Transjordanian relations with Great Britain, Lesser 
Syria, the Arab Palestinians, and the Zionists. 


Early Years, 1921-1933 


Shortly after French forces expelled Faysal from Damascus in July 1920, resi- 
dents of several parts of Greater Syria (Hawran, Amman, Ma‘an) appealed to 
King al-Husayn in Mecca for help. He obliged them by sending his son 
“Abdallah to lead the campaign against the French. “Abdallah left Mecca in 
September 1920 with some five hundred to one thousand soldiers and entered 
the far south of Greater Syria at Ma‘an two months later. He then declared an 
intention to march on Damascus, drive out the French, and place Faysal back 
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on his throne. Referring to himself as the “Vice-King of Syria” (Faysal being 
the king), ‘Abdallah called on Syrians to unite their country. Some favorable 
responses came in, including a few from regions under French control. After 
waiting in Ma‘an for three months, “Abdallah moved to Amman at the begin- 
ning of March 1921. 

He set off to attack French-controlled territory with an estimated eight 
thousand armed men, including cavalry, and more reinforcements were on the 
way from Lesser Syria and the Hijaz. So worried were the French about an 
attack on Syria that they blew up a key railroad bridge at Dir‘a. The British, 
knowing what an attack from their territory would do to relations with 
France, tried to convince “Abdallah to return home to Mecca.193 When this 
failed, they attempted to placate him by offering him control over the larger 
but less important part of the Palestine mandate, the land to the east of the 
Jordan River, the area known as Transjordan. ‘Abdallah accepted the British 
offer and in March 1921 became the prince (amir) of Transjordan. 

Although Transjordan made up more than three-quarters of the Palestine 
mandate, it was a desolate corner of Greater Syria. Its territory included a 
single undeveloped port, a narrow band of fertile land, and a minuiscule 
population of less than 250,000 persons. Laurence Oliphant wrote in 1881 
that Ajlun “was the largest center of population and best-built village we had 
seen to the east of the Jordan, though that is giving it scant praise, for the pop- 
ulation did not probably exceed five hundred.” 194 In 1936, Amman’s popula- 
tion was a mere three thousand. Not surprisingly, high civilization was 
undeveloped. A historian, Suleiman Mousa, estimates a literacy rate of about 1 
one percent at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Before 1921, Transjordan had no government or regionwide administra- 
tion but served as a dusty stage for tribal warfare and banditry. The east bank 
was known for its destitution (“a desert country where [there] are only wan- 
dering inhabitants,” according to Selah Merrill in 1881)!96 and savagery (a 
“no man’s land, where theft, bloodshed, and murder are the commonest every- 
day occurrence,” according to Libbey and Hoskins in 1905).197 Insofar as 
there was any law and order at all, it was produced only after the pilgrims 
bribed the Huwaytat and Bani-Sakhr tribal confederacies that loosely lorded 
over the desert. 

Travelers stayed away, for as J. S. Buckingham observed in 1822, “the 
road on the east of the Jordan was acknowledged by all to be dangerous.” 198 
In 1867, Jonathan F. Swift commented on his trip to the Jordan River that 
“fear of Bedouin marauders kept the party within a space of half a mile... . 
The banks of that stream seem to be more infested with robbers than any other 
part of the valley.” 109 Cook’s Tourists’ Handbook of 1876 cautiously advised 
travelers that “tours to the East of the Jordan would require the special protec- 
tion of the local sheikhs, and would involve costs for this protection.”!19 For 
centuries, foreigners saw Transjordan primarily as an area to be traversed 
quickly on the way to the pilgrimage in Mecca; if not for this route, the outside 
world would have happily and completely ignored it.!!! 

It was no wonder that “Abdallah was initially reluctant to accept this 
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charmless, second-rate territory as his domain, then sought to expand out of it. 
An ambitious man, he made no secret of his impatience to find something more 
worthy of his talents. Already in August 1921, after less than half a year there, 
he announced, “I have had enough of this wilderness of Trans-Jordania.” 112 
“Abdallah wanted the whole of Greater Syria. Most of all, he sought Damascus 
and Lesser Syria; he also sought Palestine, especially Jerusalem; and he had 
unformulated hopes of bringing Lebanon under his rule. Avi Shlaim ascribed a 
motto to him: “All Syria to come under the leadership of a scion of the House 
of Hashem; Transjordan was the first step.”113 

Nor was he alone in these hopes. The Pan-Syrian nationalists who joined 
him in Amman kept reminding him of the need to keep striving toward 
Damascus. According to Albert Abramson, the chief British representative in 
Transjordan, they “lost no opportunity even in the presence of His Highness to 
talk against the French and on one occasion Civil Secretary Rashid Bey Talieh 
[Tali‘a] reminded His Highness that the reason His Highness had come to 
Transjordan was to drive the French out of Syria.”114 

“Abdallah pursued this goal with two strategies. First, though but a weak 
and impoverished amir, he hoped to become so useful to the British and French 
that they would help him against his rivals and bequeath their mandates to 
him. Second, though lord of little more than bleak desert, he sought to gain the 
support of residents throughout Greater Syria. “Abdallah even wooed the two 
groups most alien to him, the Zionists and the Maronites. To maintain the 
maximum room for maneuver, he avoided specific geographic delineations and 
showed a willingness to accept any part of Greater Syria to come under his 
control. 

The British offered Transjordan to “Abdallah in March 1921 on the clear 
condition that “any action hostile to Syria must be abandoned.” 115 Nonethe- 
less, the British negotiators—none other than Winston Churchill and T. E. 
Lawrence—held out hope to ‘Abdallah that diplomatic efforts might permit 
him to move to Damascus. They noted that “if he succeeded in checking anti- 
French action for six months ... he would also greatly improve his own 
chances of a personal reconciliation with the French which might even lead to 
his being instated by them as Amir of Syria in Damascus.”11¢ In his memoirs, 
“Abdallah recounts this offer as far less tentative. He records Churchill saying: 
“If you stay here [in Transjordan], behave well, and manage your affairs 
properly here and in the Hijaz, we are hopeful that France will go back on its 
decision and will satisfy justice within a matter of months by returning to you 
Greater Syria [bilad ash-Sham].”117 

Even in ‘Abdallah’s version, it is worth noting, the British promised to do 
nothing against French wishes. And the French rejected any thought of letting 
“Abdallah rule in Damascus. Their firmness and the British desire not to spark 
avoidable problems with Paris meant that, so long as the imperial powers 
controlled Lesser Syria and Transjordan, “Abdallah would not be moving to 
Damascus. 

Under these circumstances, he had no choice but to mute his ambitions; all 
he could do was signal his intentions. He did this, for one, by filling many high 
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positions in the Transjordanian government with Pan-Syrian politicians from 
other parts of Greater Syria.118 The first Transjordanian council of ministers, 
formed in April 1921, contained just one member native to Transjordan. Each 
of “Abdallah’s five prime ministers between 1921 and 1931 came from Lesser 
Syria. For another, ‘Abdallah had Transjordan’s Organic Law, passed in April 
1928, phrased to indicate his hopes about moving to Damascus: “Amman 
shall be considered the capital of Transjordan, but the capital may be changed 
by a special law to another place.” (In contrast, the Syrian constitution of two 
years later stated firmly that “the capital of Syria is the city of Damascus.”)119 
Finally, ‘Abdallah repeatedly asserted his right to the throne in Syria in private 
conversation and correspondence. 


The Drive for Damascus, 1933-1947 


The death of his elder brothers in 1933 and 1935 left ‘Abdallah the senior 
Hashimi, prompting him to assert with greater force his claims to Greater Syria 
and Iraq. From the early 1930s on, he made Greater Syria a regular theme, 
bringing it up in most of his speeches, memoranda, letters, and diplomatic 
discussions. 

In 1936, as French rule in Syria appeared to be coming to an end, “Abdallah 
recognized the urgent need to reach an agreement with Paris that would guar- 
antee his becoming king of Syria. If he missed the chance, Syria would become 
a republic. To stake a position in Syria, “Abdallah played the two sides in his 
characteristic manner, seeking the support of both Syrian politicians12° and the 
British authorities; according to a newspaper report, he even threatened the 
British that failure to persuade the French to attach Syria to Transjordan 
would lead to “grave consequences.” 121 Nothing came of these moves, for the 
French determined to remain in Syria. 

In June 1937, ‘Abdallah proposed to London that Syria, Transjordan, Pal- 
estine, and Iraq be unified in one kingdom.!22 It is noteworthy that this list of 
countries includes Iraq and excludes Lebanon. Iraq had a special significance 
for ‘Abdallah, for it had been assigned to him by his father at the end of World 
War 1.123 When Faysal lost his own designated area, Syria, the British compen- 
sated him with the throne of Iraq. So long as Faysal was alive, ‘Abdallah dared 
not try to bring Iraq under his control. But Faysal’s death in 1933 inspired him 
to win what he saw as his rightful inheritance. 

“Abdallah’s interest in Lebanon met with complete opposition from the 
Lebanese authorities. The intensity of Maronite opposition to “Abdallah’s plan 
caused him to concede autonomy or even full independence to Lebanon. But he 
envisioned a Lebanon reduced to its pre-1920 borders. 

“Abdallah’s unity scheme attracted some support in Lesser Syria before and 
during World War II, as leaders there saw him as potentially helpful to the 
cause of Syrian independence. “Abd ar-Rahman Shahbandar and Fawzi al- 
Bakri, traveled to Amman in 1939 and declared on their departure: “The 
artificial borders created by the various imperialist powers must be abolished 
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. .. long live [“Abdallah,] the living King of Syria and Transjordan.”124 Shah- 
bandar subsequently favored “Abdallah as king of a united Syria and provided 
“Abdallah with the little reliable support he could find in Lesser Syria. Accord- 
ingly, Shahbandar’s assassination in 1940 very much diminished the king’s 
standing in Damascus. But he could still rely on the al-Atrash Druze clan; and 
‘Alawi chiefs in the Jazira region worked with him at times, as did the “Alawi 
rebel leader, Sulayman al-Murshid.125 Also, some monarchists continued to 
favor ‘Abdallah as their leader (though most preferred other Hashimi or Sa‘udi 
figures). 

Lesser Syrian politicians tended to be entirely opportunistic in their deal- 
ings with ‘Abdallah. Faris al-Khuri told ‘Abdallah in 1941 that, at indepen- 
dence, Syria’s republican form of government “could be reconsidered and 
monarchy chosen,” !2¢ but this was a temporary position. Similarly, the League 
of National Action and the National Bloc supported “Abdallah at moments 
when this served their purposes. A British diplomat aptly characterized 
“Abdallah’s activities in Syria as “fishing in the troubled Syrian waters.” 127 

To encourage his fickle supporters, “Abdallah provided generous funds. But 
not being wealthy himself, this meant that pro-‘Abdallah activities depended in 
good part on the state of the prince’s purse. Although most of the money spent 
in Syria came from his relatives in Iraq, some of it was obtained in more exotic 
ways. According to Mary C. Wilson, “it was reported that he made money for 
disbursement in Syria by sending his cars across the border laden with mer- 
chandise which was then sold on the Syrian market where prices were much 
higher than in Transjordan. His winnings at the Cairo racetrack also funded a 
brief flutter amongst the Syrian tribes.” 128 On one occasion in 1946, ‘Abdallah 
tried to extract funds from the Jewish Agency to spend on elections in Syria. 

As Pan-Arabism became a powerful ideological force, ‘Abdallah shaded his 
Greater Syria scheme to make it more compatible with Pan-Arabism. Begin- 
ning in November 1939, he presented unified Syria less as an end in itself and 
more as a step toward Arab unity. 

The fall of France in June 1940 encouraged ‘Abdallah’s Greater Syrian 
ambitions in two ways. First, it terminated French rule over Syria, which 
“Abdallah interpreted as the cancellation of the French mandate. Second, it 
brought to power Winston Churchill, the colonial secretary who had looked 
favorably on “Abdallah’s ambitions in 1921. “Abdallah took every occasion to 
remind Churchill of his earlier assurances; he also suggested that once Syria 
had been retaken from Vichy control, the British government should attach it 
to Transjordan. “Abdallah’s prospects appeared to brighten in May 1941, 
when the British foreign minister, Anthony Eden, offered his government’s 
support for Arab unity and appeared to endorse Greater Syria. 

But ‘Abdallah’s hopes were crushed a month later, when Transjordanian 
troops were excluded from the British and Free French forces that invaded 
Syria. In response, ‘Abdallah encouraged petitions, demonstrations, and other 
forms of protest. His cabinet issued a resolution calling Transjordan “part of 
the bloc of the Syrian country [bilad] since the most ancient historical times.” 
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The resolution made a practical argument for Greater Syria: “In view of its 
geographic position and natural resources, the Syrian country cannot survive 
economically except as a single entity.” 129 

In November 1942, when Britain’s position in the Middle East had 
recovered from Nazi attack, “Abdallah both decreased and increased his usual 
demand for Greater Syria: to Zionist leaders he sketched out a state in which 
Lebanon and Palestine would only be federated; to the British he demanded 
cultural union with Iraq in addition to a full Greater Syria state. 

The next major defeat for “Abdallah occurred in March 1943, when the 
Egyptian government took an interest in Arab unity. As Cairo became the new 
fulcrum of inter-Arab activities, the balance tipped further against “Abdallah, 
for Egyptian leaders opposed the Greater Syria scheme, fearing it would create 
a powerful rival in Damascus which could challenge Egypt’s preeminent posi- 
tion in Arab politics. Their active rejection of Greater Syria virtually doomed 
the plan. From 1943 on, “Abdallah’s efforts became increasingly futile. 

But he persisted in pursuit of his dream. When Arab leaders made their 
opposition known, he turned to the public. Figuring that the leaders had to 
oppose “Abdallah’s plan (for it threatened their own positions), he placed his 
hopes on the masses. But they responded no better. His call of March 1943 for 
a congress of representatives from Transjordan, Syria, and Palestine to decide 
“the proper form of government in Greater Syria”!3° got no response. A 
month later, he sent out a plea to “the people of historic Syria” to ponder the 
unification of Greater Syria. “Abdallah argued for “the mending of its rifts and 
the realization of the idea that it was—in its natural borders—one homeland 
linked by national, geographic, and historical unity.”1!3! This call, too, was 
ignored. The same fate awaited his 1944 effort to put together a common front 
with the Iraqi government. And the Transjordanian foreign minister’s 1945 
claim that 50 percent of the Lebanese population welcomed incorporation into 
a Greater Syria comprising Palestine and Transjordan “aroused the usual pro- 
tests in Christian circles.” 132 

On condition that some form of Greater Syria might emerge, ‘Abdallah 
agreed to participate in the meetings which eventually led to the establishment 
of the Arab League. Greater Syria was, indeed, a prominent concern during 
preparatory discussions to the Alexandria Conference of September 1944, but 
its role declined in the course of the conference; even ‘Abdallah could see he 
faced a united Arab opposition and had no British support. The Arab states’ 
refusal to recognize Greater Syria in the Alexandria Protocol provoked crit- 
icism by members of the Transjordanian Chamber of Deputies and led to the 
cabinet’s resignation. With Iraqi help, “Abdallah did extract one concession 
from the Arab states: Article 9 of the Arab League Pact declared that member 
states “which desire to establish closer cooperation and stronger bonds than 
are provided by this Pact may conclude agreements to that end.” 133 

“Abdallah’s Greater Syria campaign entered a new stage with the indepen- 
dence of Transjordan in March 1946 and that of Syria a month later. These 
developments had a mixed effect on “Abdallah’s plans. His position improved 
insofar as he no longer had a British overlord; it weakened in that Syria had 
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become an independent republic. Lesser Syrian leaders now had established 
interests and the means to protect them from “Abdallah. 

Nonetheless, ‘Abdallah persevered. In a speech from the throne in Novem- 
ber 1946, he enshrined the “immediate unity” !34 of Greater Syria as a formal 
principle of his country’s foreign policy. When Syrian leaders denounced 
“Abdallah’s ambitions, the Transjordanian prime minister called the legitimacy 
of the Syrian republic into question by characterizing it as an artifice of the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement. By now, “Abdallah met with the automatic opposition 
of all Arab leaders; the Arab League passed a resolution in November 1946 
declaring Greater Syria incompatible with its pact. But ‘Abdallah, not one to 
give up, retorted: “I shall never cease my efforts to achieve the unity of 
Syria.” 135 

In the effort to win British backing for his expansionist plans, “Abdallah 
raised the specter of a Soviet threat in the Middle East. But instead of gaining 
London’s sympathy, this ploy provoked a pained reaction, for the British 
authorities did not want to be seen as party to “Abdallah’s overthrow of his 
neighbors. 

In a frenzy of frustration, “Abdallah hardly seemed to care anymore what 
reaction his plans evoked. Note the transformation of his attitude toward 
Lebanon. Recognizing the intensity of Maronite opposition to his Greater 
Syria plan, he had long been willing to concede autonomy or full independence 
to Lebanon within its pre-1920 borders. The throne speech implicitly retracted 
these careful assurances of earlier years and provoked an immediate response 
from the Lebanese foreign minister: “We do not want Greater Syria and we do 
not accept it in any form. . . . We do not want Greater Syria with Lebanon or 
without it.”136 In March 1947, ‘Abdallah threw all caution overboard and 
bluntly declared, “J want a state which includes Syria, Transjordan, and 
Lebanon. Yes, even Lebanon.”137 The Lebanese reaction can be imagined. 

“Abdallah’s final effort of this round was to call a conference in August 
1947 for representatives of “the Syrian regions” to discuss plans for unity. 138 
The response was overwhelmingly negative. Syrian and Lebanese leaders, suf- 
fering from what Nizar Kayali calls an “encirclement neurosis,” 139 declared 
“stupefaction” at “Abdallah’s interference in their internal affairs.14° Respond- 
ing to “Abdallah’s publication of documents in a May 1947 book, The Trans- 
jordan White Paper,'*' the Damascene authorities collected Syrian condemna- 
tions of his plan from many professional associations and regional councils 
and published them in September under the title The Word of Syrians and 
Arabs on the Greater Syrian Plan. The Union of Newspaper Editors, for exam- 
ple, declared the Greater Syria plan to be an “imperialist plot” and predicted 
its achievement would mean “the elimination of the democratic freedom which 
Syria enjoys.” It condemned the plan as contrary to Arab unity and noted that 
every Arab state without exception had denounced the plan.142 The Muslim 
Brethren of Syria also issued a statement strongly opposing ‘Abdallah.!43 (Two 
years earlier, the Syrian and Lebanese Communist parties had already con- 
demned ‘Abdallah’s plan in the “strongest terms.”)!44 

So panicked were the Arab leaders about “Abdallah’s Greater Syria plans, 
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as well as the alleged British support for them, that King “Abd al-“Aziz ibn Sa'ud 
of Saudi Arabia requested the U.S. government to “intervene in this matter 
immediately” to end it. In fact, an American official did notify London about 
his government being “disturbed” by reports of the Greater Syria plan.145 


Palestine Interlude, 1947-1949 


Together, the unanimity of the negative response to his Greater Syria plans and 
events taking place in Palestine induced “Abdallah in October 1947 to abandon 
Lesser Syria and turn his attention to Palestine. But he did not really give up on 
Greater Syria so much as redirect his efforts. Ostensibly, the impending British 
withdrawal from Palestine required the Arabs’ undivided attention to save that 
area from the Zionists; in fact, “Abdallah realized that controlling Lesser Syria 
was not possible, so he focused on the opportunity Palestine offered. A Decem- 
ber 1947 assertion that “the realization of a Greater Syria which assures the 
protection of the Jews offers the only viable solution of the Palestine prob- 
lem”!46 showed how little his thinking had really changed. 

During the next three years, ‘Abdallah devoted almost all his energy to 
Palestine. Of course, his interest in Palestine had begun much earlier; already 
in March 1921, before even meeting Winston Churchill, he had tried to con- 
vince the colonial secretary to place Palestine under his control. ‘Abdallah then 
repeated this suggestion no less than four times at the Cairo Conference. But 
for the next decade or so, he concentrated on building Transjordan and left 
Palestinian matters alone. During those years, “Abdallah cultivated allies in 
Palestine among the British authorities, the pro-British Arabs, and the Zion- 
ists; he also organized support in Transjordan for his claim to Palestine. 

“Abdallah’s active efforts to gain influence in Palestine increased in the early 
1930s. A Transjordanian delegation took part in an October 1933 demonstra- 
tion in Jaffa. “Abdallah began overtly to reassert a claim in July 1934 when he 
arrogated the religious and political leadership of Palestine for himself. A few 
months later, one of his aides proposed a union of Palestine and Transjordan 
to the Zionists. ‘Abdallah demanded that Britain unify Palestine with Transjor- 
dan in March 1936,147 and he took on an active role mediating between the 
Arab Revolt and London with this same end in mind. The king was not alone 
in seeking Transjordanian rule over Palestine; a meeting of desert tribal leaders 
in June 1936 resolved to “cross the Jordan and win Palestine back from the 
Jews and the British.” 148 

The Peel! Commission of 1937 greatly encouraged “Abdallah’s ambitions. 
Dispatched by the British government to suggest a political solution for Pal- 
estine, the royal commission suggested dividing the mandate into three parts: 
one under British rule, one an independent Jewish state, one united with Trans- 
jordan. Although nearly all Arab leaders rejected this or any other form of 
partition, “Abdallah and his Palestinian allies, especially Raghib Bey an- 
Nashashibi, favored the Peel Plan, knowing this was the most likely way for 
any of them to rule a portion of Palestine. 

In May 1938, ‘Abdallah presented a memorandum to the British govern- 
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ment arguing that Palestine should be united with Transjordan under his rule. 
When his idea met wide and vociferous Arab opposition, he tried to make his 
intentions less evident; but “Abdallah was hardly one to keep a secret, and he 
could not resist asserting that Transjordan and Palestine were a single country. 
“Abdallah’s chief minister told a British official that Transjordan should be 
united with Syria and Palestine so that it could “stand on its own feet.”149 

In late 1946, when the British indicated their intention to leave Palestine, 
all parties interested in the future of the area began maneuvering for the fight 
to come. The British Foreign Office favored ‘Abdallah over the other parties— 
Zionists, Palestinians, and the Arab states—who joined this contest. Already 
in September 1945, the Foreign Office had devised a plan to place nearly all 
Palestine under “Abdallah; But more significant was the permission granted 
“Abdallah to have his forces enter Palestine before the British evacuation in 
May 1948. Under guise of seconding troops to secure the lines of communica- 
tion as the British departed, “Abdallah placed two thousand soldiers in Pal- 
estine by April 1948. As usual, he was forthright, announcing an intention to 
pursue his “rights” in Palestine.15° He also asserted that “Palestine and Trans- 
jordan are one, for Palestine is the coastline and Transjordan the hinterland of 
the same country.”!51 The prime minister, Samir ar-Rifa‘i, told two British 
journalists: “We all believe in the Greater Syria scheme, and eventually Arab 
Palestine, Syria and Transjordan will become one country, they must.” !52 

The presence of Transjordanian soldiers ensured that a substantial portion 
of Palestine (the area henceforth known as the West Bank) fell under 
“Abdallah’s control in the course of Israel’s war of independence. Once the 
West Bank had been militarily secured, “Abdallah orchestrated its formal 
annexation. He claimed Palestine as part of “the security zone of the Trans- 
Jordan Government, which extends from the Egyptian kingdom’s frontiers to 
the frontiers of Syria and Lebanon.” 153 He did everything possible to support 
the United Nations mediator for Palestine, Count Folke Bernadotte, who rec- 
ommended that Arab portions of Palestine be attached to Transjordan; but the 
UN General Assembly rejected Bernadotte’s ideas in December 1948. 
Undaunted, “Abdallah turned his attention to the Palestinians who had come 
under his control. 

He had begun the unification process in November 1948 with his corona- 
tion by the Coptic bishop of Jerusalem as king of Jerusalem. Then he convened 
a Palestinian Arab Congress in Jericho a month later. The congress chairman, 
Mayor Muhammad ‘Ali al-Ja‘abari of Hebron, called for the unification of 
Transjordan and Palestine on the grounds that both were part of Southern 
Syria.154 The congress declared ‘Abdallah “King of All Palestine” and termed 
the union of Palestine and Transjordan “a preliminary step toward true Arab 
unity.”155 On reading the resolutions, “Abdallah found them too weak, so he 
made his own changes in the text, giving it a more assertive tone. His version of 
the congress resolutions—and the one that was publicized—emphasized that 
Palestine was “part of Natural Syria.” 156 

Although the Transjordanian cabinet and parliament approved these reso- 
lutions, the Arab states’ intense opposition to Transjordanian expansion com- 
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pelled ‘Abdallah to go slowly. He waited a month, until January 1949, before 
having the khutba (the Friday prayer invocation) said in his name in Jerusalem. 
Only in March did he replace military rule with a civilian authority in the 
conquered areas. In April, Jordanian nationality was offered to all non-Jewish 
residents of mandatory Palestine. Just as “Abdallah had brought Lesser Syrians 
into the Transjordanian government three decades earlier, he brought Palestin- 
ians from the West Bank into the Jordanian cabinet. In May, a cabinet was 
formed which included three Palestinians in important positions, and a fourth 
was soon added; a year later, six of eleven ministers came from the West Bank. 
In June 1949 the name of the kingdom was changed from Transjordan to Jor- 
dan. A Jordanian stamp with “Palestine” superimposed was issued in August. 
Customs and travel restrictions across the Jordan River disappeared in Novem- 
ber. ‘Abdallah invested in himself all the authority of the British mandatory 
power in Palestine in December. In March 1950, a royal decree banned the 
word Palestine from government documents; Transjordan and Palestine were 
henceforth replaced by the new terms, East Bank and West Bank.157 Finally, in 
April 1950, the conquered territories were formally incorporated. Jordanian 
dinars became the only legal currency on the West Bank in September. 


Final Efforts, 1950-1951 


Having annexed a part of Palestine, “Abdallah returned to his first passion, 
union with Lesser Syria. He tried a new tack with Great Britain, adopting the 
language of the Cold War and arguing for a new need for a friendly ruler in 
Damascus. 

Now the main obstacle to Greater Syria was the Syrian government of 
Shukri al-Quwwatli. “Abdallah may have had a hand in Quwwatli’s overthrow 
in 1949 (which brought to power the first of many military rulers in Syria); as 
the coup was in progress, Transjordanian diplomats abroad were warned to 
expect a declaration from Amman in favor of Greater Syria. Whatever his role 
in the change of government, ‘Abdallah quickly pressed the new ruler, Husni 
az-Za‘im to form a union of their two states. To hasten the process, ‘Abdallah 
opened his purse to encourage friends in Syria to send him “periodical peti- 
tions and telegrams declaring their unswerving devotion to the furthering of 
his noble intentions.”158 But Za‘im responded badly to ‘Abdallah’s efforts, 
closing the border with Jordan and deploying troops along it; and the effort, as 
ever, came to naught. 

“Abdallah openly celebrated Za‘im’s overthrow in August 1949, hoping his 
successor would look more favorably on a unity scheme. But Sami al-Hinnawi 
was interested in joining with Iraq, not Jordan. “Abdallah could do little to 
force Damascus’s hand, for the process of incorporating the West Bank 
absorbed most of his attention. But he did tell the visiting prime minister of 
Syria in November 1950, “I and the Jordanian government and the people 
consider ourselves a part of Syria.” 15° 

“Abdallah made his final plea for Syrian unity to the former prime minister 
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of Lebanon, Riyad as-Sulh. Sulh met the king in Amman on 13 July 1951 and 
heard the familiar argument: “There is no doubt that the situation in [Greater] 
Syria is unnatural and that it is injurious to the Arabs. . . . Accordingly, [Lesser] 
Syria should be joined with Jordan or with the Jordan-Iraqi kingdom and the 
Lebanon ought to come in some form within the kingdom.” Sulh answered 
with the usual Lebanese wariness.!6° This meeting has special interest because 
Sulh was assassinated by the SSNP three days later; and “Abdallah was killed 
four days after that by a Palestinian separatist. In other words, both died in 
connection with Pan-Syrian issues. “Abdallah had labored for Greater Syria 
right to his death. 


Assessment 


Given his many weaknesses and the long record of failure, it is striking that 
“Abdallah’s conquest of the West Bank made him the only leader to achieve a 
Pan-Syrian goal between 1920 and 1970. The question arises, how did he do 
this? By ingratiating himself with London, the Palestinian Arabs, and the 
Zionists. British officials had the most importance; their support for him got 
him the West Bank. They viewed ‘Abdallah’s plans for Palestine much more 
favorably than those for Syria, and for two reasons. France having no position 
in Palestine, there was no need to give priority to French views, so ‘Abdallah’s 
wishes carried more weight. Also, the British saw him as the most pro-British 
and the most readily controlled element in the complex politics of Palestine. 

“Abdallah also met a better reception among the Arabs of Palestine than 
among those of Lesser Syria. Important leaders openly sided with him and 
helped his cause against Palestinian separatism. “Abdallah reaped the benefits 
of this backing in late 1948, when significant Arab Palestinian leaders 
endorsed his efforts. Even for Zionists, ‘Abdallah’s ambitions in Palestine were 
not entirely unwelcome, for these splintered the Arabs; also, the Zionists knew 
that if they had to live under any Arab leader, “Abdallah’s rule would be by far 
the most bearable. 

Then turn the question around. Given these strengths, why did “Abdallah 
fail to add more than the West Bank to his kingdom? Why did he have so little 
to show for thirty years of tireless effort? Three factors stand out. First, while 
“Abdallah saw himself as a Syrian ruler attempting to unite Syria, his many 
opponents saw him as a petty desert prince trying to usurp the metropolitan 
areas of Syria. Residents of Greater Syria—Damascenes and Jerusalemites in 
particular—found the notion of being ruled from Amman unattractive and 
slightly absurd. Transjordan suffered from the extreme meagerness of its cul- 
tural resources; had it but a single major city, the country would have carried 
more weight politically. The prominent Jordanian politician Zayd ar-Rifa‘i has 
recounted the reception he got as a student in Cairo in 1948 on saying that he 
came from Amman. 


My colleagues at the university used to ask me, “Where are you from?” 
“From Amman,” I told them. 
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“And this Amman, where is it?” 
“In Jordan.” 
“You mean in Greater Syria [Sham]?”161 


No one could take Jordan very seriously as a country. The frank assessment 
of a Foreign Office official that “Trans-Jordan is far too small to be anything 
but a pure joke as an independent state” 162 was widely shared. Thus, residents 
of the West Bank resisted the efforts to get them to see themselves as Jordan- 
ians rather than Palestinians. What “Abdallah termed Greater Syria his enemies 
considered Greater Jordan; the insistence that Transjordan must form the core 
of a unified Syria was ultimately unconvincing. ‘Abdallah, “as he himself well 
realized, was trapped by the inconsequence of Transjordan.” 163 

“Abdallah’s long memory proved a second liability. Family prerogatives had 
paramount importance for him; the historical legitimacy of the Hashimi family 
had to be preserved and fulfilled. Through his long career as ruler of Transjor- 
dan, “Abdallah presented himself as personally and officially “the heir to the 
Arab revolt”164—and therefore heir to the Hashimi claim to the whole of 
historic Syria. For “Abdallah, the legitimacy of this claim did not diminish with 
time. But as the decades passed, residents of Greater Syria increasingly ignored 
“Abdallah’s views and rejected his pretensions. ‘Abdallah’s tragedy lies in his 
unwillingness to recognize this change. In the words of his biographer, he spent 
the last years of his life “like an alchemist searching for the right combination 
of elements that, coming together in a single fortuitous instant, would propel 
him on to the throne of Greater Syria.”!65 His clinging to events of two or 
three decades past implied an obtuseness about political realities that doomed 
the Greater Syria scheme. 

A third problem lay in ‘Abdallah being too clever by half. Characteris- 
tically, he pursued two or more approaches—compatible or not—at the same 
time. Even before World War I he simultaneously served as vice-chairman of 
the Ottoman parliament and sought arms from Britain against the Turks. As 
the prince of Transjordan, he served British and (to a much lesser extent) 
French interests and at the same time tried to win popular support among 
residents of Greater Syria. He did this, for example, in 1936 when it appeared 
likely that the French would leave Syria, and again in 1948 when he sought 
support for annexation of the West Bank. In the end, neither side fully trusted 
him or supported him. As a British official, R. W. Rendel, put it, “the Amir 
Abdullah, though possessing many virtues, is politically short sighted, and a 
good deal given to petty intrigue.”16¢ The strategy of playing both sides 
accounts for much of the mistrust and ill will that ‘Abdallah, an otherwise 
attractive man, aroused among the Arabs. 


Iraq 


In their more ambitious moments, some Pan-Syrian nationalists think of Iraq 
as part of Greater Syria. But Iraqis never consider Iraq part of the Syrian 
geographic and cultural unit. Some see it as completely distinct from Syria; 
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others—those seeking to join with Syria—see it as the eastern half of the 
Fertile Crescent. 

Unlike Syria, an indigenous name of great antiquity, the term Fertile Cres- 
cent (al-hilal al-khasib in Arabic) is of recent origin. James Henry Breasted, an 
American historian of the ancient Middle East, popularized the term at the 
beginning of this century, and it spread to the Middle East with the publication 
of an Arabic translation of his textbook, Ancient Times.167 Breasted noted that 
a crescent-shaped area stretching from the east shore of the Mediterranean to 
the north, around the Syrian Desert, south to the Persian Gulf had a central 
role in the development of civilization. The Fertile Crescent comprises Syria in 
the west and Mesopotamia (or Iraq) in the east. 

Although a scholarly term of Western origin without religious or historical 
significance, Fertile Crescent entered the political vocabulary in the 1920s as 
part of the search for a nation. The Hashimis seem to have been the first to pro- 
pose a Fertile Crescent polity. Alec Seath Kirkbride explained the background: 


King Hussein’s original vision [in 1916] was that of an Arab Empire with 
himself at its head, but this was, clearly, not a project capable of realization 
immediately after the end of the First World War, so he and his sons agreed 
that Ali, the eldest, should succeed their father as King of the Hejaz; that 
Abdullah, the second, should be King of Iraq and that Faisal, the third, should 
become King of Syria.168 


Two revealing points emerge from this important passage. First, the 
Hashimis from the beginning saw Syria and Iraq as separate polities. Second, 
the two areas were expected to be included in a federation that included the 
Hijaz as well. Loss of Syria to the French in 1920 and the Hijaz to the Saudis in 
1925 left just two regions under Hashimi control, Transjordan and Iraq. A 
Fertile Crescent union justified the federation of these two areas. Having come 
into existence for dynastic interests, the Fertile Crescent remained alive only so 
long as it served those interests; it disappeared when the Hashimi monarchy 
was eliminated from Iraq in 1958.169 

This said, Fertile Crescent aspirations were not completely limited to the 
Hashimis. According to Majid Khadduri, Antun Sa‘ada “almost adopted the 
term Fertile Crescent instead of Syria as a symbol of identity, since some had 
objected that certain parts of ‘Iraq, Sinai, and Cyprus could hardly be regarded 
as parts of geographical Syria.”17° Also, Rashid ‘Ali al-Kaylani, the anti- 
Hashimi politician who came briefly to power in 1940—41, called for an Iraqi 
federation with Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Transjordan. 

The Hashimis made many efforts to join Iraq with Greater Syria. “Abdallah 
tried to get Winston Churchill to agree to merge it with Transjordan in March 
1921. Soon after, in August 1921, his brother Faysal became king of Iraq, a 
position he retained until his death in September 1933. On accepting the Iraqi 
throne in 1921, Faysal had promised Churchill to stay out of Syrian politics, 
but—as former leader of the Arab forces in World War I, the short-lived king 
of Syria, and brother of “Abdallah—he naturally maintained keen interest in 
Greater Syria. Indeed, he made repeated attempts from Baghdad to foster this 
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union between 1926 and 1933. He hoped to confederate Iraq with Syria, 
Transjordan, and Palestine, then to absorb Transjordan into Iraq. 

In September 1929, Faysal talked with a high French Foreign Ministry 
official about uniting Syria and Iraq under his crown, then spending half a year 
in each capital. Two months later, Faysal proposed solving the Palestine prob- 
lem by unifying Syria, Palestine, and Iraq. The full independence of Iraq in 
1930 followed by membership in the League of Nations in 1932 imbued Faysal 
with a new status and emboldened him. A flurry of excitement occurred in 
1931-32, when he discussed union with Syrian politicians. During a visit to 
Amman, Faysal met with delegations from Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, all of 
which urged him to ascend the throne in Damascus, pending an agreement 
with the French authorities. 171 

The British high commissioner for Iraq concluded that Faysal “still hopes 
and works for the close federation under the rule of his House of all the Arab 
territories in Asia, and it seems that his intention is to endeavour to bring 
about first the union of Syria and Iraq.” 172 A statue of Faysal in Baghdad was 
turned around to face west, at the subject’s request, to indicate his plan to ride 
back to Damascus. Faysal stayed in contact with his lieutenant in the “Alawi 
territory even after his move to Baghdad.173 Shortly before dying, Faysal went 
to Europe carrying petitions signed by Syrian leaders authorizing him to speak 
on their behalf. 

Iraqi interest in Greater Syria continued even after Faysal’s death. His son 
Ghazi (r. 1933-39) favored Fertile Crescent schemes. Then, from the time that 
Ghazi’s infant son Faysal II ascended the throne to the fall of the monarchy in 
1958, the two leading politicians of Iraq, Prince “Abd al-Illah and Nuri Pasha 
as-Sa‘id, enthusiastically sought union. 

“Abd al-Illah (1912—58) was the effective monarch during these years, first 
as regent and then as uncle of the king. To understand his position requires 
some familiarity with his family circumstances. “Abd al-Ilah was the son of “Ali 
ibn al-Husayn, the Hashimi designated king of the Hijaz and the elder brother 
of princes Faysal and “Abdallah. “Ali did rule the Hijaz from October 1924 to 
December 1925, only to flee before the region’s conquest by the Saudis. He 
lived out his days at Faysal’s court in Iraq, dying in 1935. “Abd al-Illah, feeling 
deprived of his rightful patrimony, used his position of power in the Iraqi 
court, first as regent and then as counselor, to seek his own throne in 
Damascus or Mecca. Toward this end, “Abd al-Illah paid retainers to Syrian 
politicians and newspapers while engaging in intrigues with Syrian exiles. 

The other predominant figure was Nuri Pasha as-Sa‘id (1888—1958). He 


Figure 8. The Fertile Crescent James Henry Breasted (1865-1935), an American 
historian of the ancient Middle East, coined the term Fertile Crescent in 1916, and it 
spread to the Middle East with the publication of an Arabic translation of his textbook, 
Ancient Times. The term refers to a crescent-shaped area stretching from the east shore 
of the Mediterranean to the north, around the Syrian Desert, south to the Persian Gulf. 
The Fertile Crescent had a central role in the development of civilization. A number of 
Iraqi and Syrian plans aimed to unite this region politically. 


86 Greater Syria in History 


served as Faysal’s chief of staff during World War I, commanded Faysal’s army 
when it entered Damascus in September 1918, then accompanied Faysal to 
Baghdad. There, Nuri served as prime minister fourteen times between 1930 
and 1958, as well as six times each as minister of defense and foreign minister. 
Nuri’s interest in Greater Syria differed fundamentally from the prince’s; 
whereas “Abd al-Illah sought a new political configuration which would allow 
him to become king of Syria, Nuri hoped to expand Iraqi influence by bringing 
Lesser Syria and other regions under the control of Baghdad. ‘Abd al-Illah had 
a personal interest in Syria and was not tied to Iraq; Nuri wanted Iraq to lead 
the Arabs and did not insist on Hashimi, or even monarchical, control if not to 
do so helped his cause. Nuri was thus politically far more flexible than the 
regent. 

Already in 1935, Nuri proposed that Iraq and Transjordan join together 
and then invite the other units of Greater Syria—Syria, Lebanon, and 
Palestine—to join them. British opposition to this plan caused Nuri to desist 
from pressing it for almost a decade. His most important Fertile Crescent plan 
was made public in January 1943. At that time, Nuri foresaw three stages 
leading to unity: First, “Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Trans-Jordan shall be 
reunited into one State.” He left the form of this government, “whether 
monarchical or republican whether unitary or federal,” to the peoples of 
Greater Syria themselves. Second, “there shall be created an Arab League to 
which Syria and Iraq will adhere at once.” This league would have responsibil- 
ity for foreign affairs, defense matters, and some other key issues. Finally, after 
this had been achieved, Nuri invited other Arab states to join the league, “at 
will.”174 In short, Nuri accepted ‘Abdallah’s plan for Greater Syria and made 
two changes, adding Iraq and leaving open the form of government. 

The Fertile Crescent proposal initiated intensive discussions among inde- 
pendent Arab states beginning in July 1943 and culminating in March 1945 
with the creation of the Arab League. At first, the formation of Greater Syria 
was at the top of the agenda, with Hashimi leaders in Transjordan and Iraq 
favoring it, the kings of Egypt and Saudi Arabia suspicious of it. On the 
Hashimi side, ‘Abdallah expressed willingness to get started with a Syrian- 
Transjordanian union, while Nuri and ‘Abd al-Illah favored the inclusion of 
Palestine and Lebanon as well. In this instance, the Iraqis showed even more 
devotion to Greater Syria than ‘Abdallah. 

During early 1944, Nuri traveled in Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Trans- 
jordan to discuss steps toward a Greater Syrian union. He claimed to have 
reached an oral agreement with the Syrian government for the “federatation” 
of Syria and Iraq, regardless of what the other Arab states chose to do, an 
account which may reflect his wishful thinking. In any case, sharp reactions 
from ‘Abdallah and the Maronites quickly followed. (To prevent Maronite 
displeasure, on one occasion Syrian government censors deleted Nuri’s refer- 
ence to Lebanon as an element of Greater Syria, but to little avail.)!75 

At an Arab meeting in Alexandria in the fall of 1944, Nuri tried to keep the 
possibility of Greater Syria separate from that of Arab unity, but he faced 
the opposition of the Egyptian and Saudi governments, both of which feared 
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the power of a united Syria. At the insistence of Nuri, the pact founding the 
League of Arab States included, in Article 9, a provision permitting member 
states “to establish closer cooperation and stronger bonds” than those called 
for by the pact itself.176 

New rounds of discussions took place once the Arab League had been 
established, as Nuri explored closer ties with the Syrian prime minister in 
1946. Then ‘Abd al-Illah took the lead, visiting Amman in February 1946 to 
explore ideas of unity with “Abdallah. The two sides foresaw a common for- 
eign policy and strong economic ties, including a single currency. Internal 
administrations would remain apart, at least for the time being. As usual, 
“Abdallah had great hopes: “I believe that when union between Trans-Jordan 
and Iraq is realized other countries will follow our example. I am working for 
Syrian unity comprising not only Lebanon but the Syria of King Feisal.” 177 
More discussions followed in September 1946. Opposition within Iraq pre- 
vented these from going far, however, and the pact eventually signed in April 
1947 was not a union at all but a Treaty of Brotherhood and Alliance with 
provisions for very modest financial and military cooperation. 

The years 1950 and 1951 saw another effort toward a Hashimi union. The 
Iraqi government presented ‘Abdallah with an innovative plan to unite the two 
monarchies: “Abdallah would rule both kingdoms through his lifetime, then 
would be succeeded by Faysal H of Iraq (born in 1935). On this occasion, 
“Abdallah proceeded cautiously; he thought that union with Iraq needed time. 
Then, as his interest in this scheme grew, he found that the Syrian government 
also sought union with Iraq, relegating what Transjordan had to offer to 
second-best. But the Syrian efforts also got nowhere, and so ended the first 
stage of Fertile Crescent efforts. 

Even if Lesser Syrians, Lebanese, and Palestinians could not be induced to 
accept Hashimi rule, surely the two kingdoms, Iraq and Jordan, could have 
unified. Why did they not? The reasons illustrate the difficulty inherent in all 
efforts at eliminating actual boundaries. First, leaders of the two countries 
were working at cross purposes. Nuri wanted to extend Iraqi power; “Abd al- 
Illah sought a crown for himself; and “Abdallah dreamed of ruling at least one 
of the great cities of the Middle East. These differences bred mistrust, espe- 
cially between “Abdallah and Nuri, and prevented sustained cooperation. 

Second, domestic groups obstructed union, especially in Iraq, where inter- 
ests vested in the status quo resisted radical change. In Iraq, Kurds, Shi‘is, army 
officers, and businessmen feared the consequences of joining with Jordan. In 
Syria, even politicians friendly to union preferred, in the final analysis, receipt 
of Iraqi money to unification with Iraq. 

Third, the leaders stumbled on the same issue that constantly confronts 
Pan-Arabists: Who will rule? The question of ultimate authority stymied every 
union effort. Though they came up with some creative schemes, Transjordan- 
ian and Iraqi leaders could not agree. Faysal and ‘Abd al-Illah no more forgot 
the ambitious dreams of the 1910s than did ‘Abdallah; thirty and forty years 
later they were still trying—half-rivals, half-allies—to regain lost kingdoms. 

Finally, the Hashimis faced a special problem: the opposition of other Arab 
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leaders, who feared the strength of their combined forces. Syrian politicians 
dreaded the prospect of being surrounded. The Saudi king worried that the 
Hashimis united would try to regain their ancestral home in the Hijaz. Egyp- 
tian leaders saw a union as a rival in the contest to dominate Arab politics. To 
block Hashimi union, these rulers resorted to diplomacy, intrigue, and even 
public opinion. Their most important and long-lasting response was the 
League of Arab States. “The creation of the Arab League in 1944—5 and its 
policies throughout the early 1950s [wrote Reeva S. Simon] can be seen as a 
maneuver by the Saudis and the Egyptians to create an official forum through 
which to subvert Jordanian and later Iraqi attempts at union in the area north 
of the Arabian peninsula.”178 


Great Britain and Others 
British Schemes 


Outside Greater Syria itself, it was mostly Britons who supported Pan-Syrian 
schemes. British writers and officials adopted Greater Syria with enthusiasm, 
and this goal had real importance in the formulation of British policy in the 
Middle East. Some Frenchmen, Zionists, and a few non-Syrian Arabs were also 
attracted to the idea. The endorsement of Pan-Syrianism by Europeans greatly 
enhanced the ideology’s validity and furthered its (admittedly meager) chances 
of success. 

In an influential pamphlet issued in 1918, the Very Rev. Sir George Adam 
Smith argued for the unity of what he called the New Syria—by which he 
meant Greater Syria; Smith also held that the Syrians were not Arabs.!79 The 
British Naval Intelligence Handbook of Syria, published in 1920, defined Syria 
as Greater Syria.180 Herbert Samuel, the British high commissioner for Pal- 
estine, advocated in April 1920 a loose confederation of Arab states with a seat 
of government in Damascus and Faysal at its head. Arnold J. Toynbee held 
that “the territory mandated to France is a torso without the limbs. . . . Syria is 
being strangled.” 181 

Seeing the mandatory divisions as harmful to the Arabs’ interests, a number 
of British civil servants agitated for their elimination and the unification of the 
British and French territories into Greater Syria. Some of them even resigned 
their positions to take up the cause of Greater Syria. Their viewpoint gained 
wider support in the mid-1920s when it was phrased in terms advantageous to 
British interests: 


From the Syrian point of view there might be much to be said for a single 
mandate for Syria and Palestine, which could ensure as great a measure of 
independence and self-government as Iraq has, while [and here British inter- 
ests enter] safeguarding the country from any possible menace from the north. 
In such a state the bogey of the Jewish National Home, with which the 
unthinking Arab or Syrian allows himself to be scared today, would assume 
more modest proportions; for a united Syria would have nothing to fear from 
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a small Jewish minority and might one day grow wise enough to appreciate 
the value of Jewish cooperation.182 


These twin attractions—a solution to the Palestine issue and a more secure 
Middle East—remained the permanent bases for British interest in Pan- 
Syrianism. (These two reasons also explain the later British support for Pan- 
Arabism. “If we treat the Arab world as a whole, Palestine can be made to 
appear so small that we can do anything we like with it—even give it to the 
Jews.”)183 

Pan-Syrian ideas gained wider currency as a result of the Arab Revolt that 
disrupted Palestine from 1936 until 1939. This turmoil prompted many 
Britons in and out of government to begin the long search for an equitable 
resolution to the Arab-Zionist conflict; Greater Syria attracted some of them. 
A number of influential voices—such as Sir Arnold Wilson and The Times 
editorial writers—proposed a Federal Syrian State to include all of Greater 
Syria. They reasoned that if London would deprive the Arabs of Palestine, it 
should give them something in return, and Greater Syria seemed like suitable 
compensation. 

The British government then explored the idea of Greater Syria (with Iraq 
sometimes added). At the London Conference in early 1939 (an attempt to 
bring together the Arabs and Jews of Palestine, as well as the independent Arab 
rulers), it offered a Greater Syria scheme which met with little Arab interest. A 
British observer concluded that “the irritation which the proposal instantly 
aroused in Arabs suggests that the longing for a united Syria, often expressed 
by Palestine nationalists, was in fact no very deep-seated passion.” 184 This 
diffidence was due, at least in part, to the Arabs’ perception of Greater Syria as 
a scheme to perpetuate British power in the Middle East. 

The outbreak of World War II in late 1939 made Middle East stability a 
high priority for the British government; toward this end, it again proposed a 
Greater Syria plan, hoping this would defuse the Palestine issue and so help 
secure the region against the Axis. A Foreign Office memorandum of Septem- 
ber 1939 noted the artificiality of existing borders between Syria, Lebanon, 
Palestine, and Transjordan. The colonial secretary, Lord Lloyd, wrote in Sep- 
tember 1940 that a federation of Palestine, Transjordan, and Syria “is not 
without its attraction.”!85 The recipient of this message, Sir Harold Mac- 
Michael, the high commissioner for Palestine, agreed that Palestine and Syria 
formed a single unit, which he thought should be united. Winston Churchill’s 
private secretary, Sir John Martin, held that “some form of federation 
(embracing Palestine, Syria, and Trans Jordan)” would reduce Arab opposi- 
tion to the Zionists, 186 

The foreign minister, Anthony Eden, promised in a May 1941 speech that 
“His Majesty’s Government for their part will give their full support to any 
[unity] scheme that commands general [Arab] approval.”1!87 As invariably 
happens after a senior official makes an unexpected statement, his subordi- 
nates scurried to interpret his intentions. As understood by the Foreign Office, 
Eden meant to endorse a Greater Syrian union followed by a general Arab 


90 Greater Syria in History 


union.!88 Thus, the orientalist Hamilton A. R. Gibb also saw Greater Syria as 
the first step toward a larger Arab union. He argued in a memorandum that if 
it became possible “to initiate negotiations on the future of the [Jewish] 
National Home as an integral part of discussions directed towards comprehen- 
sive settlement in greater Syria, the chances of reconciling Arab and Jewish 
claims would be immensely improved.”189 A year and a half later, Gibb pro- 
posed an even more ambitious scheme: that the British government divide the 
Fertile Crescent into twelve provinces unrelated to existing units, then join 
these together. 

Humphrey Bowman, head of the Political Intelligence Department of the 
Foreign Office, argued in July 1941 that “it would be worthwhile to pursue a 
policy aiming at the formation of a federation of Syria, Lebanon, Trans-Jordan 
and Palestine.” 19° Sir Harold MacMichael condemned the divisions of Greater 
Syria as “a defiance of history.” 191 

Anthony Eden restated his government’s support for Arab unity in a parlia- 
mentary statement during February 1943. This set off even more intense 
efforts within the government to ascertain what sort of unity should be encour- 
aged. Many favored Greater Syria. Secretary of State for India Leo Amery 
called for the establishment of “a loose Syria-Palestine-Transjordan Federa- 
tion.” 192 Such senior officials as Viscount Cranborne (lord privy seal) and Sir 
Stafford Cripps (minister of aircraft production) echoed his view. 

Sir Harold MacMichael submitted a memorandum to the Middle East War 
Council, meeting in Cairo in May 1943, in which he dismissed the divisions of 
Greater Syria and argued that “the problem of the Levant States cannot be 
treated piecemeal, for they are in all essentials of a single unit.”!93 The War 
Council favored “closer political association between the Arab States or even 
between the States of ‘Greater Syria’” but saw this as unattainable so long as 
the French maintained direct influence in Lebanon and Lesser Syria. It there- 
fore suggested that “the most practical course is to encourage efforts toward 
economic and cultural unity, out of which some form of political confedera- 
tion, at least in ‘Greater Syria’, may ultimately emerge.”!9+ But these recom- 
mendations were stillborn, for the foreign minister rejected them. 

London sent emissaries to discuss unity plans with Arab leaders. Freya 
Stark, then on service for the British government, recorded a conversation with 
the Syrian foreign minister in July 1943. After the minister stated his views on 
Palestine, she replied: “I couldn’t agree more. But don’t you think that the 
whole question may become easier from a practical point of view if the Arab 
nations come together into a Commonwealth.” !95 Colonel S. F. Newcombe 
raised the issue of union between “Syria, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, perhaps Iraq 
and Saudi-Arabia.” 196 

The Cabinet Committee on Palestine, set up in July 1943 to plan long-term 
policy in Palestine, took up this issue. In September 1943, Lord Moyne, the 
deputy minister of state resident in the Middle East, presented the committee 
with an original plan for Greater Syria. He called for the creation of four 
polities: small Jewish and Maronite states, a separate British-protected regime 
for Jerusalem, and a Greater Syria comprising the remaining parts of Syria, 
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Lebanon, Palestine, and Transjordan. In effect, Moyne endorsed the first part 
of Nuri’s Fertile Crescent plan; indeed, he told “Abd al-Illah of his agreement 
with Nuri that “Greater Syria would have to come first.”197 Moyne’s superior, 
Minister of State Resident in the Middle East Richard Casey, informed the 
foreign minister that “partition [of Palestine] plus Greater Syria is, in my 
opinion, the best solution of the general Levant problem that I have yet 
heard.” 198 Casey later went even farther, arguing “that the ‘Greater Syria’ plan 
was essential to the success of the scheme [to partition Palestine].”199 

For their part, the authorities in Palestine concurred with Moyne and 
Casey. According to them, “the feeling of the Palestine Arabs would be much 
more favourable to the partition projects if they were to be included in a large 
State such as a Greater Syria and not merely lumped in with Trans-Jordan.”20° 

The Cabinet Committee adopted Moyne’s plan, with only slight modifica- 
tions. It foresaw an emasculated Greater Syria which excluded Lebanon, the 
Jewish parts of Palestine, and Jerusalem. In addition to offering the standard 
reasons for this recommendation—to increase security and solve the Palestine 
problem—the committee added an economic rationale as well. It argued that 
the Arabs of Palestine could not survive on their own. In accord with the 
majority view, the report held that the creation of Greater Syria would “greatly 
enhance” British prestige in the area and would be “eagerly welcomed” by the 
Arabs.201 

Pan-Syrianism then received an unexpected boost when Prime Minister 
Churchill indicated his “general agreement” with Casey’s point that Greater 
Syria had to accompany a partition of Palestine.2°2 This endorsement 
prompted Casey further to explain to Churchill the advantages of Pan- 
Syrianism: 


The best solution in sight is partition in Palestine together with the creation of 
Greater Syria. I do not think that partition is a workable solution by itself, 
there would be too much Arab resistance and too much bloodshed. But the 
simultaneous creation of Greater Syria would provide the necessary bait and 
the necessary political offset to partition from the Arab point of view. J do not 
believe there is any objection to Greater Syria that cannot be overcome in 
practice.? 


Noteworthy is Casey’s perception that Greater Syria was a “bait” so desired by 
Arabs that it would console them for the partition of Palestine. 

The War Cabinet discussed this plan in January 1944 and approved it in 
principle, with the understanding that its details would be further studied— 
just the opening sought for many officials to express their disagreement. 

In partial dissent, Sir Harold MacMichael suggested that Greater Syria be 
seen as a long-term, not an intermediate goal. He thought it necessary “to 
contemplate a transition stage, involving the creation, under the Amir 
{‘Abdallah], of a new state (which might be designated ‘Southern Syria’) con- 
sisting of Trans-Jordan and the Arab areas of Central Palestine, as a first step 
towards the constitution of the Greater Syria.”2°4 A conference of British 
diplomats in the Middle East during April 1944 echoed this view; the partici- 
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Figure 9. Plan Prepared for the British Cabinet, 1943—44 The War Cabinet gave 
preliminary approval in January 1944 to a Greater Syria scheme, though in the end this 
idea came to naught. 


pants agreed that “while the project for Greater Syria should continue to have 
our cordial support, its establishment could not form part of our immediate 
policy.”295 The Colonial Office adopted this two-stage approach, but the For- 
eign Office rejected any delay. If Greater Syria could not be achieved, Casey 
wrote, “he was doubtful whether it would be worthwhile attempting partition 
[of Palestine] at all.”206 

In the end, MacMichael and the Colonial Office won out. The Palestine 
Cabinet Committee’s Final Report of October 1944 recommended the parti- 
tion of Palestine and the establishment of a Southern Syrian state under 
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“Abdallah, to include Transjordan and the Arab parts of Palestine. Despite 
Churchill’s active support for this scheme, it was not submitted to the cabinet, 
and in September 1945, when it became clear that Greater Syria would fulfill 
neither of these goals, the Greater Syria idea was finally discarded. With this, 
British interest in Greater Syria came to an end. 


Great Britain and ‘Abdallah 


It is important to note that British approval of Greater Syria did not imply 
support for “Abdallah’s aspirations. Many British officials had an affection for 
“Abdallah and would have been happy to see his kingdom grow in size. Colo- 
nial Secretary Lord Moyne suggested in July 1941 that “Abdallah be offered the 
crown of Syria. Alec S. Kirkbride, the British resident in Amman, hinted sev- 
eral times that he favored ‘Abdallah’s control over the Arab parts of Palestine. 
In 1947, for example, he wrote that “a greater Transjordan would not be 
against our interests, it might be in their favour, so even if we are not prepared 
to help, I see no reason why we should place obstacles in the way of 
Transjordan.”297 

Despite this sympathy for “Abdallah, the British government did not 
endorse his plans for a Greater Syria. This had something to do with its 
skepticism about his political abilities. Already in 1936, the high commissioner 
was offering him stern advice: “I suggest it would be wiser in future if Your 
Highness refrains, as it is my invariable practice, from all discussion of the 
situation in neighboring countries.”2°8 Almost a decade later, a British 
diplomat in the field informed London: “The Amir is not equipped adequately 
to run his own foreign relations yet and often acts and talks unwisely.”2°9 

British doubts also had to do with the views of other states. By late 1941, it 
became apparent that French, Lebanese, Syrian, Iraqi, Saudi, and Egyptian 
opposition to his aggrandizement meant that support for “Abdallah’s plan 
would be counterproductive. Nonetheless, ‘Abdallah was a good friend, and 
the British avoided taking a public stand against his plans for as long as they 
could. Time and again, the Amman government forwarded demands to Lon- 
don; time and again, these were tactfully left unanswered. In the end, however, 
London had formally to disassociate itself; as Arab rage against “Abdallah rose 
to a crescendo in mid-1947, a government spokesman declared “most 
strongly” that reports about British support for “Abdallah’s Greater Syria plan 
were “quite unfounded.”21° 

To pressure London, “Abdallah argued that “the Syrian country cannot 
survive economically except as a single entity.” But the force of his argument 
had the unintended—and from ‘Abdallah’s point of view, wholly 
unfavorable—result of causing some Britons to question Transjordan’s 
viability. Officials in London considered fitting Transjordan into a larger unit, 
but not under ‘Abdallah. P. M. Crosthwaite of the Foreign Office’s Eastern 
Department wrote in June 1941 that “from the point of view of the inhabitants 
there is nothing to be said for the maintenance of the purely artificial frontier 
between Syria and Trans-Jordan, and Trans-Jordan is far too small to be 
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anything but a pure joke as an independent state. The union of the two would 
in fact be a great feather in our cap.”211 Oliver Lyttleton, minister of state in 
the Middle East, concurred: “If Transjordan is to attain independence it can 
hardly stand alone, but must do so as part of a larger unit or federation, 
embracing Syria and the Lebanon and the inclusion of Palestine.”2!2 

Other officials went farther, questioning the utility of keeping “Abdallah in 
power. Harold A. Caccia of the Eastern Department argued that “from his- 
toric, ethnographical and economic points of view it would be most natural to 
join it [Transjordan] in some way to Syria.”2!3 Under this arrangement, 
Greater Syria would come into existence, but at ‘Abdallah’s expense. Sir 
Maurice Peterson was even more direct, arguing that “Transjordan is too far 
from a country ever to stand alone. .. . The best answer to Abdallah is that 
Transjordan can only be ‘independent’ as part of a larger whole”214—that is, 
under the control of Damascus. 

Several years later, in 1948, British officials bruited about the idea of 
getting “Abdallah to renounce his claim to Damascus, or even the whole of his 
Greater Syria scheme. They did not follow through on this idea because 
“Abdallah had gained such a reputation that nothing he said would reduce 
suspicions about his expansionist plans. 

These views reveal just how preposterous British officials considered 
“Abdallah’s plans. Their silence on his ambition to rule Lesser Syria allowed 
“Abdallah to maintain the illusion that he enjoyed London’s support when in 
fact his own rule was in jeopardy. It also caused others, notably the French, to 
draw faulty conclusions about ‘Abdallah’s place in British policy. 

But if the British could see through “Abdallah’s pretensions, they too 
showed a curious faith in the ease and utility of unity plans. Looked at from 
the vantage point of several decades, it is noteworthy that the voluminous 
British debate generated hardly a single note of skepticism—except for one 
voiced by T. E. Lawrence in a late 1920s letter: “When people talk of Arab 
confederations or empires, they talk fantastically. It will be generations, | 
expect—unless the vital tempo of the East is much accelerated—before any 
two Arabic states join voluntarily.”2!5 Ignoring this counsel, sober British 
bureaucrats in their own way showed as much dreaminess as their Arabian 
protégé. 


France 


The goal of Greater Syrian unity also had a following in France. Writings of 
Christian Lebanese publicists such as Shukri Ghanim and George-Samné, 
along with the activities of their Syrian Central Committee, introduced the 
concept. Other Christian thinkers also forwarded this notion, including the 
influential Belgian Jesuit, Henri Lammens. From them, the idea passed to 
colonialist groups such as the well-connected Comité de l’Asie Frangaise. 
Many groups specifically sought Greater Syria. Thus, the Congrés de la Syrie 
(January 1919) stressed Syria’s geographical unity, the Chambers of Com- 
merce of Lyons and Marseille demanded French control of Syria “from the 
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Taurus [Mountains] to Egypt,”2!6 and the rector of the university in Lyons 
publicly claimed Greater Syria for France (“Nous réclamons la Syrie inté- 
grale”).217 The French Foreign Ministry, which saw in Greater Syria a boost to 
a French claim to the entire Levant region, backed these efforts. Premier 
Georges Clemenceau remarked in March 1919 that “many Syrians [are] not 
Arab,” and “if the Syrians were put under the Arabs they would revolt.”218 

Despite the draw of Greater Syria, French authorities opposed “Abdallah’s 
plans even more than did their British counterparts. Ironically, their response 
was shaped by the perception that the British government supported Greater 
Syria as a vehicle for its interests. “Time and again the French in Syria assured 
each other that the British, with Abdallah’s connivance, were plotting an 
Anschluss. Time and again angry becloaked Frenchmen, muttering impreca- 
tions, shook their fists at the British soldiery as they studied the racing results 
on the other side of the frontier.”219 Not being privy to London’s real thinking, 
they assumed, like ‘Abdallah, its benevolent attitude toward his aspirations, 

Still, French officials warmed on several occasions to the possibility of a 
Hashimi prince in Lesser Syria. During the Syrian revolt of 1925, they showed 
some interest in Faysal returning to Damascus. This interest revived during the 
constitutional crisis of 1930, when they went so far as to admit that expelling 
him a decade earlier had been a mistake. A year later, the French minister for 
colonies toasted Faysal as “King of Iraq and Syria.” In late 1943, as French 
control over Syria weakened and independence began to appear unavoidable, 
“Abdallah again appeared useful to Paris; French authorities figured that if he 
became sovereign in Damascus, perhaps they could retain a presence there, 
much as the British were arranging for Transjordan. They approached 
“Abdallah on this matter, but lack of British support for an extension of 
“Abdallah’s power killed the effort. In 1945, the British consul in Beirut sus- 
pected French help for “Abdallah in an effort to stir up trouble for the Syrian 
government. 

Unfortunately for “Abdallah, he won French officials’ good will at precisely 
those moments when they were weakest and therefore least able to implement 
a policy that would benefit him. 


Others 


The Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations, charged with 
overseeing the British and French mandates, implicitly recognized the existence 
of Greater Syria when it condemned the division of this territory. Given diplo- 
matic restrictions, the commission put the matter as strongly as it could in 
1926, when it described Syria as giving “the impression of a country which had 
been parceled out.” Citing “oscillations” in French policy “calculated to 
encourage the controversies inspired by races, clans and religions,” it noted 
with disapproval the resultant “condition of instability and unrest.”22° 
Zionist leaders often supported “Abdallah’s aspirations for Greater Syria. 
Insofar as it prompted him to dream of making his capital in Damascus, not 
Jerusalem, they saw Greater Syria as a distraction which increased their room 
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for maneuver in Palestine. Alternatively, they saw “Abdallah’s increased 
strength as a way to improve the Zionists’ standing in the Middle East. 
Rumors in Cairo held that the Zionists supported ‘Abdallah’s plans in return 
for his acceptance of a Jewish state in Palestine. Lesser Syrian leaders in May 
1948 feared Israeli troops would defeat the Syrian forces, invade Syria, then 
evacuate and allow ‘Abdallah to move into Damascus. 

For the Axis powers, Greater Syria offered a virtually costless way to make 
trouble for the British and French in the Middle East and at the same time pick 
up a few friends. The Italians distributed leaflets favoring “Greater Palestine.” 
On 30 June 1940, just after the fall of France, they announced on Radio Bari 
their vision of the establishment of a Greater Syrian state.22} 

Although Arab leaders normally objected to Greater Syria, seeing it as a 
diversion from Pan-Arabism or as a means for Hashimi aggrandizement, some 
of them blessed this project. For example, Prince Muhammad “Ali, president of 
the Council of Regents in Egypt, proposed in 1937 that Syria, Transjordan, 
and Palestine be united under ‘Abdallah.222 The first secretary general of the 
League of Arab States, ‘Abd ar-Rahman ‘Azzam, supported the unification of 
Greater Syria in 1944 and favored its capital being in Lesser Syria. 


Second Phase, 1950-1973 


The drive to unify Greater Syria lost momentum between 1950 and 1973. 
Many developments contributed to this change. The founding of the Arab 
League in 1945 bestowed a legitimacy on existing political units. The four 
principal states of Greater Syria gained independence between 1946 and 1948. 
Sa‘ada’s execution in 1949 harmed the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. Israel’s 
proven military strength damped the Arabs’ ideas of reasserting claims to 
Palestine. Most importantly, Pan-Arab nationalism took center stage in the 
mid-1950s under the influence of Jamal “Abd an-Nasir; his radical program of 
Arab unification made Egypt, a non-Syrian state, the key actor in any plans to 
unite the Arabs. 

Circumstances specific to the individual countries also decreased interest in 
Pan-Syrianism. Syria suffered a long period of political instability, precluding 
any efforts to expand; from Za‘im’s coup d’état in March 1949 until the early 
1970s, Damascus was prey, not hunter. Syrian instability diminished the desire 
of Lebanese Muslims to become its citizens; that those were years of economic 
boom in Lebanon further disenchanted Lebanese Sunnis with the idea of 
union. Maronites dominated in Lebanon, and they strongly rejected closer ties 
with Syria. Jordanians found pride in their newly independent country. Too, 
Jordan was isolated in Arab politics during this period, and its rulers were in 
no position to press claims. Palestinian nationalists had enough trouble trying 
to assert their rights to Palestine without taking on larger issues and, anyway, 
the Palestinian leadership had negligible influence. 

The few Pan-Syrian efforts of the 1950-73 period can be quickly 


summarized. 
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Syria 


Pro-Hashimi sentiment in Lesser Syria carried political weight until about 
1955. Druze leaders had links to Jordan and promoted Hashimi interests in 
Syria. Some members of the Syrian Assembly relentlessly promoted the attach- 
ment of Syria to Jordan or Iraq and were every time slapped down. A January 
1950 appeal for “an absolute and total”223 union of Greater Syria and Iraq 
was overwhelmingly defeated when put to the vote. Later that year, one of the 
pro-Hashimi members of the assembly verbally assaulted the army; in retalia- 
tion, the army had him arrested on the grounds of conspiring with Jordan 
against the interests of the Syrian state. In the court case that followed, the 
prosecutor called ‘Abdallah’s Greater Syria project a “national crime.”224 

Syrian confrontation with Israel in 1951 gave pro-Hashimi politicians in 
Syria an occasion to call for a merger with Iraq, and Baghdad used the oppor- 
tunity to prove itself useful to Damascus. Partially as a result of this, one of the 
pro-Hashimis, Hasan al-Hakim, was asked to become prime minister and form 
a government. But Hakim (who had been Prince Faysal’s director general of 
posts and telegraphs in 1919) had only three months in power and faced too 
many domestic problems during that short period to pursue a Pan-Syrian 
agenda. 

Adib ash-Shishakli, the ruler of Syria and a former member of the SSNP, 
often referred to himself as a Palestinian, declared strong interest in Jordan, 
and claimed Alexandretta. Right after ‘Abdallah’s death in July 1951, for 
example, he noted that “the majority of the people of Jordan are of Syrian 
origin. If they desire to return to their motherland, they are welcome, provided 
they are liberated from their treaty with Britain.”225 Shishakli delivered several 
speeches with Pan-Syrian overtones in early 1952. 

A 1956 law gave Palestinians resident in Syria rights approximating those 
of Syrian nationals: “Palestinians living in the Republic of Syria upon issuance 
of this law are considered originally Syrian ... with regard to rights of 
employment, commerce, and education—at the same time that they retain 
their original [Palestinian] nationality.”226 Of course, duties went along with 
those rights, foremost of which was the obligation to serve in the Syrian armed 
forces. The fact that, citizens or not, Palestinians were liable to be drafted for 
military service (and often were) underlines the possessive element in Syrian 
attitudes toward Palestine. 

Syrian representatives to the United Nations occasionally vented Pan- 
Syrian ambitions. In May 1956, the General Assembly heard that “Palestine is 
nothing but southern Syria.”227 During the Six Day War of June 1967, Syria’s 
delegate to the Security Council remarked that it was Syria “from which 
Palestine was severed and from the territory of which Israel was created... . 
when the world persecuted the Jews, they found a homeland in my country, 
Syria.”228 

In 1953, some candidates in Syrian elections explicitly called for Alex- 
andretta to be returned to Syria. Also that year, government and press bruited 
about claims not just to Alexandretta but to all of Turkey south of the Taurus 
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and Anti-Taurus Mountains. Turkish-Syrian talks in 1955 provoked emo- 
tional claims to Alexandretta. Demonstrators in Aleppo shouted, “Alex- 
andretta is part of Syria,” students protested, and deputies in the Syrian Cham- 
ber denounced.?2? When the Syrian minister in Ankara reminded his hosts of 
his country’s feelings about Alexandretta, Turkish prime minister Adnan Men- 
deres responded by recalling his own countrymen’s feelings on losing Aleppo. 

Claims to Alexandretta resurfaced after 1958, when Syria joined Egypt in 
the United Arab Republic (UAR). The General Congress of the UAR National 
Union in 1960 resolved “to take all steps official and popular to ensure the 
recovery of Alexandretta province,” provoking an outraged Turkish reply.23° 
In 1961, the second conference of the UAR General Federation of Students 
announced that Alexandretta was “an integral part of the UAR.”23! Four years 
later, the Syrian media decried the “crime” of Alexandretta having been 
“wrested away from Syria,” calling this a “usurped portion of our home- 
land.”232 In addition, the Ba‘th Party annually denounced the loss of 
Alexandretta. 


Palestinians 


The PLO charter, adopted in June 1964, laid a veiled claim to Jordan’s terri- 
tory. It stated that “Palestine with the boundaries it had during the British 
Mandate is an indivisible territorial unit.” The charter appears to be inten- 
tionally obscure whether it referred to the mandate when it included Jordan or 
not, and so, in Y. Harkabi’s view, the article contains a “time bomb for the 
Palestinians and their political future.”233 The PLO sometimes formally made 
a claim to Jordan. Thus, the eighth conference of the Palestine National Coun- 
cil, meeting in February-March 1971, resolved that “what links Jordan to 
Palestine is a national bond and a national unity formed, since time imme- 
morial, by history and culture. The establishment of one political entity in 
Transjordan and another in Palestine is illegal.”234 The draft program of the 
tenth PNC conference (in April 1972) was even more forthright: “The need for 
struggle to overthrow the agent regime in Jordan, which is a front line of 
defense for the Zionist state and organically linked to Israel, has become no 
less urgent than the need for struggle against Zionist occupation.” The fact 
that Palestinians make up 60 percent of the East Bank population and play a 
major role in all aspects of life there “implies that the two peoples be brought 
together into a Jordanian-Palestinian national liberation front.”235 

Individual spokesmen made more direct claims. The PLO’s first chief, 
Ahmad ash-Shugayri, was especially outspoken. He claimed that Jordan’s 
1950 annexation of the West Bank was, in fact, an annexation of the East 
Bank to Palestine.236 He also made explicit that Palestine for him “stretched 
from the Mediterranean Sea in the west to the Syrian-Iraqi desert.”237 A PLO 
representative to Lebanon declared in 1966 that “Jordan is an integral part of 
Palestine, exactly like Israel.” 238 

The Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine drew espe- 
cially close links between Jordan and Palestine; this may well result from the 
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fact that its founder and leader, Nayif al-Hawatima, was a Christian Bedouin 
from the East Bank. 


Jordan 


Jordanian claims to the whole of Palestine remained alive even after the incor- 
poration of the West Bank. In answer to Egyptian and Iraqi challenges, the 
prime minister of Jordan, Hazza‘ al-Majali, declared in August 1959: “We here 
in Jordan, led by our great king [al-Husayn] are the government of Palestine, 
the army of Palestine, and we are the refugees.” Majali drew the obvious 
conclusion from this: “The Jordanian government is the sole legal representa- 
tive of the Palestinians inhabiting Jordan, who possess the right to decide by 
legal means everything connected to their rights in Palestine.”239 Half a year 
later, King al-Husayn asserted that the Jordanian forces “are actually the 
Palestinian Army ... which... awaits the final day when it shall battle to 
regain our usurped rights in Palestine.”24° A 1962 white paper put out by 
Amman called the problem of Palestine “the problem of the Jordanian home- 
land and the Jordanian family and the Jordanian citizen.”24! A 1964 postage 
stamp pictured King al-Husayn next to a map showing Jordan stretching from 
its actual borders to the Mediterranean242—cartographically eliminating 
Israel. The king made this same sentiment verbally explicit in 1965, stating 
that “the two peoples have integrated; Palestine has become Jordan, and Jor- 
dan Palestine.”243 He also declared that “those organizations which seek to 
differentiate between Palestinians and Jordanians are traitors who help Zion- 
ism in its aim of splitting the Arab camp. ... We have only one army, one 
political organization, and one popular recruiting system in this country.”244 


Iraq 


Iraq was the most active source of Pan-Syrian activity during the 1950s. The 
country’s rulers, especially “Abd al-Illah, continued to work for Fertile Crescent 
unity, looking mostly to Syria and occasionally to Jordan. Both of Syria’s first 
two military rulers pursued unity negotiations with Iraq, only to change their 
minds or be overthrown before any results could be achieved. The third ruler, 
Shishakli, had an SSNP background and Pan-Syrian sympathies but rejected 
cooperation with Hashimis. 

Frustrated by these developments, “Abd al-Illah plotted Shishakli’s over- 
throw by force. His first effort, in 1953, failed in part because Nuri opposed it 
and withheld the needed funds. Later that year, a second attempt proved more 
successful, as “Abd al-Illah encouraged unrest in Syria and prepared military 
and political schemes to achieve union. While Iraqi politicians publicly pro- 
posed a federal union with Syria and Jordan in January 1954, the Iraqi army 
was covertly formulating plans for an invasion of Syria. But neither of these 
tacks succeeded; the federal union got shot down by the usual enemies of 
Hashimi unity—Syria, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt—and the Iraqi army resisted 
serious confrontation with Syria. 
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Shishakli’s fall at the end of February 1954 offered new opportunities for 
Iraqi plotting. The Syrian prime minister, Sabri al-“Asali, reportedly met Iraqi 
leaders in Lebanon in June 1954 to plan an Iraqi invasion of Syria, but he fell 
from power just three days later. 

As Syrian-Egyptian ties strengthened in 1956 and Syrian sentiment grew in 
favor of unity with Egypt, matters became urgent for the Iraqis. “Abd al-Illah 
responded with the radical step of joining with the SSNP. Hashimis and the 
SSNP were traditional rivals; their cooperation indicated the weakness and 
desperation of both sides—as did ‘Abd al-Illah’s dependence on the use of 
force to achieve unity with Syria. “Abd al-Illah contacted the SSNP in Beirut 
and provided it with arms and money. A variety of other Pan-Syrian, pro-Iraqi, 
and pro-Hashimi figures also joined this conspiracy, called the Free Syrian 
Movement. Muhammad Safa, a Syrian colonel cashiered by Shishakli on 
account of his SSNP membership, became the effective leader. Working out of 
Lebanon and Iraq, Safa recruited troops and made detailed plans to invade 
Syria, but Syrian intelligence interrupted the plot before it could be put into 
effect. 

The last effort came in February 1958, just thirteen days after Syria and 
Egypt joined together in the United Arab Republic. Prodded by “Abd al-Illah, 
his nephews Faysal II of Iraq and Husayn of Jordan formed the Arab Union, a 
federation of the two rulers (but not their states). The union found little 
approval, however; indeed, reaction against it contributed directly to the over- 
throw of the Hashimi monarchy in Iraq in July 1958. Faysal I, ‘Abd al-Illah, 
and Nuri as-Sa‘id lost their lives in the coup, and a radical republican govern- 
ment came to power. Already in November 1959, the ruler of that new govern- 
ment, “Abd al-Karim Qasim, was pursuing a version of the Fertile Crescent 
plan. This amounted to no more than a propaganda ploy against Jamal ‘Abd 
an-Nasir, however, and was quickly abandoned. 

According to one observer, Syrians still worry about Iraqi designs. David 
Roberts writes that “however improbable it may seem to Western observers, 
there is a widespread Syrian fear, partly rooted in folk-lore and partly in 
shrewd calculation, of Iraqi ambitions for a Fertile Crescent embracing Syria.” 
Roberts holds that “we may not have heard the last of the Fertile Crescent.”245 
Nor is the notion entirely dead on the Syrian side. Moshe Ma’oz believes Hafiz 
al-Asad had a Fertile Crescent plan in the early 1970s and then, because of the 
difficulty of incorporating Iraq, reduced it to Greater Syria.24¢ 

These wisps notwithstanding, Iraq’s involvement in Greater Syria came to 
an abrupt end in 1958. Since that time, Iraq has had almost no role, active or 
passive, in Pan-Syrian politics. 


The Syrian Social Nationalist Party, 1932-1973 
Background 


The Syrian Social Nationalist Party (al-Hizb as-Suri al-Oawmi al-Ijtima‘i), or 
SSNP, has at times been known as the Syrian Nationalist Party or the Social 





Faysal ibn al-Husayn. Faysal (1885-1933) led the Arab 
Revolt, engaged actively in post-World War I diplomacy, 
served as king of the brief-lived Syrian Kingdom, then lived 
out his years as king of Iraq. (Temple University Libraries) 





‘Abdallah ibn al-Husayn. Though long in the shadow of Faysal, his younger 
brother, ‘Abdallah (1882-1951) emerged to serve as ruler of Transjordan for three 
decades. During much of that time he devoted his efforts to the establishment of a 
Greater Syria. (UPI/Bettmann Newsphotos) 
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Nuri as-Sa‘id, ‘Abd al-Illah ibn Faysal, and King Faysal II. King Saʻud of Saudia Arabia on a visit 
to Baghdad in May 1957, surrounded by the three leaders of Iraq: Nuri as-Sa‘id (to the left), King 
Faysal II (to the right), and Regent ‘Abd al-Illah (between the two kings). Nuri and ‘Abd al-Illah 
each had his own plan for a Fertile Crescent union that would incorporate Greater Syria. All three 
Iraqi rulers were murdered in the July 1958 coup. (Temple University Libraries) 





Cairo Conference of March 1921. Along with the April 1920 meeting at San Remo, the Cairo 
Conference determined the map of the Middle East. Notable figures in this picture include: First 
row Herbert Samuel (3rd from left), Winston Churchill (4th from left), Percy Cox (4th from right) 
Second row Arnold T. Wilson (far left), Gertrude Bell (2nd from left), Ja‘far Pasha al-‘Askari (Sth 
from left), T. E. Lawrence (4th from right). (The Bettmann Archive/BBC Hulton) 





1949 Jordanian stamp showing King ‘Abdal- 
lah. Transjordan was renamed Jordan in 
June 1949, and this stamp followed soon 
after. The word Palestine is overstamped in 
English and Arabic, pointing explicitly to 
‘Abdallah’s ambitions. (Adam Garfinkle 
Collection) 


1964 Jordanian stamp showing King al- 
Husayn against a map. The map pictured 
on this postage stamp extends Jordanian 
territory right to the Mediterranean Sea— 
completely eliminating Israel (as well as 
Palestine). (Adam Garfinkle Collection) 





Antun Sa‘ada. Sa‘ada (1912-49) founded the Syrian 
Social Nationalist Party in 1932. In addition to its goal of 
creating a Greater Syrian state, the party enunciated 
ideological positions of great consequence for Middle East 
politics. (Courtesy, Majid Khadduri) 
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SSNP newspaper banner. A map of Antun Sa‘ada’s vision of Greater Syria can be seen in back of 
the newspaper title, Surtya al-Jadida (New Syria). The circle around the map contains a motto, 
“Syria for the Syrians.” 





SSNP flag being retrieved after Israeli attack on 2 August 1985. Israeli bombers destroyed the 
SSNP headquarters in Shtura in retaliation for a suicide attack on Israeli positions in southern 
Lebanon. The SSNP flag, which features a curved swastika called the red hurricane (zawba‘a), 
points to the party’s fascistic origins. (AP/Wide World Photos) 





Hafiz al-Asad, president of Syria. Asad became ruler of Syria at 
the age of forty, in 1970, and turned the most unstable country of 
the Middle East into a police state. By making Greater Syria a 
centerpiece of his policy, he achieved more to make it a reality than 
any other ruler of the twentieth century. (Temple University 
Libraries) 
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Nationalist Party, both abbreviated as SNP; French mistranslations of its name 
are also used in English—the Parti Populaire Syrien or the Parti Populaire 
Social, abbreviated as PPS. 

Antun Sa‘ada, a Greek Orthodox intellectual, founded the party in Beirut 
as a secret organization of students in November 1932. He served as the 
organization’s leader until 1949; the party closely reflected his personality and 
his ideas. Majid Khadduri observed that “never before in Syria’s modern his- 
tory had a leader possessed such conviction, vigilance, strength of character, 
and charisma”247 (and, it can be argued, none has followed him, either). After 
1949, the party was led by mediocre figures, none of whom has been able to 
revive it to its former position. 

The SSNP stands for three main tenets: radical reform of society along 
secular lines, a fascist-style ideology, and Greater Syria. Although best known 
for its Pan-Syrian ideology, a considerable portion of the party’s appeal and 
influence had to do with its radical reform of society and its fascist qualities. 
Indeed, it is hard to say which of the three features had most importance in 
attracting members. 

The reform program is summed up in five principles: separation of church 
and state, prohibition of the clergy from interfering in politics, removal of 
barriers between sects, abolition of feudalism, and the formation of a strong 
army.248 The first three principles are secularizing—they call for the with- 
drawal of religion (i-e., Islam) from public life—while the latter two fit under 
the modernizing rubric. It should be kept in mind that while these views are 
common, even banal in the West, they struck Lebanese and Syrians of the 
1930s as novel. Together, the reform principles constitute a social transforma- 
tion that account for the second S in the party name. 

A note of caution: because Sa‘ada reflected the fascist thinking of the 
1930s, the words social and national are sometimes joined together to form the 
combination national socialist, Hitler’s coinage and the basis of the word 
Nazi.249 This is a mistake, however, for Sa‘ada used the word in Arabic for 
social (ijtima‘i), not socialist (ishtiraki); the proper noun form for his ideology 
in English is not National Socialism but Social Nationalism. 

The party’s fascistic qualities were expressed in Sa‘ada’s exalted status, the 
party’s organization, and its ideology, including the stress on bloodlines and 
mystical nationalism. Party rituals imitated the Fascists in many details, from 
the Hitler-like salute and the anthem set to “Deutschland, Deutschland über 
alles,” to the party symbol, a curved swastika called the red hurricane 
(zawba‘a). Before 1945, these fascist qualities offered both a powerful ideology 
and the means to side with the enemies of Britain and France, the two countries 
ruling Greater Syria. Fascists and Nazi sympathizers flocked to it as the only 
party in the Levant sympathetic to their viewpoint, and they appear to have 
formed a significant portion of the party’s core membership. Some members 
were drawn by the fierce opposition to communism. Others sought a strong 
leader, something Sa‘ada offered in the dictatorial style of the 1930s. Adulation 
of Sa‘ada was so extreme that the SSNP slogan during his lifetime was “Long 
Live Syria! Long Live Sa‘ada!”25° There were also strong hints of his being the 
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prophet of a new religion. SSNP recruits were accepted into the party in a 
ceremony known as baptism, at which they renounced other loyalties. 

Though numerically always small (estimates for 1936 range between 120 
to less than 1,000 members), the SSNP exercised wide influence on radical 
politics in Lebanon and Syria. From its inception, when Sa‘ada spent time 
inveighing students at the American University of Beirut, the party attracted 
mainly an educated elite. It was also the first party to recruit military officers, 
having become active in 1934 at the Homs Military Academy.?5! The SSNP 
never had a broad base of support but many of its members had intellectual, 
cultural, political, and military prominence. 

A very impressive list of former members—Christians, Muslims, and 
others—went on to be major figures in Lebanese and Syrian life. Ghassan 
Tuwayni became a powerful Lebanese publisher and politician. Fayiz Sayigh 
left the party to become an articulate spokesman of Pan-Arabism, while Hish- 
am Sharabi became a leading Palestinian nationalist. One of Syria’s most 
durable military dictators, Adib ash-Shishakli (1949-54), was a former mem- 
ber; a second, Salah Jadid (1966—70), was possibly also a member. As head of 
state, Shishakli remained close to SSNP members, including his brother Salah 
ad-Din and “Isam al-Mahayiri. In cultural life, too, the party had a great 
impact; for example, the poet Adonis (“Ali Ahmad Sa‘id) identified with the 
party in his youth.252 

As a well-organized and highly disciplined organization with a clear doc- 
trine and a authoritarian leader, the SSNP had strengths others sought to copy. 
A number of former members took what they learned from it about political 
organization to begin their own parties. These included: 

(1) Kamal Junbalat, the Druze leader in Lebanon, founded the Progressive 
Socialist Party in 1949 after negotiations to cooperate with the SSNP fell 
through. 

(2) Adib ash-Shishakli modeled the Arab Liberation Movement (founded in 
August 1952) on the SSNP. 

(3) Akram al-Hawrani, a leading figure in Syrian politics for many years, 
was one of the SSNP’s first members. During his years of open association with 
the party, 1936-38, he helped found the National Youth Party (Hizb ash- 
Shabab al-Watani) and then in 1939 became its leader. Not only did Hawrani 
himself secretly remain a member of the SSNP, but he also affiliated the 
National Youth Party with it. Hawrani eventually broke with the SSNP253 and 
cut ties between the National Youth Party and the SSNP. As in Junbalat’s case, 
negotiations for cooperation with the SSNP failed, so Hawrani turned the 
National Youth Party into the Arab Socialist Party (al-Hizb al-Ishtiraki 
al-‘Arabi) in January 1950. This latter organization remained independent only 
three years, eventually merging with the Ba‘th Party in February 1953. 

(4) The SSNP found a wide following among Palestinians in the early 
1950s, a number of whom subsequently held high positions in the PLO. Fu’ad 
Shimali, a member of the party and Sa‘ada’s son-in-law, had a key role in Black 
September. Bashir ‘Ubayd worked closely with the Popular Front for the Liber- 
ation of Palestine. Ahmad Jibril headed his own organization, the Popular 
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Front for the Liberation of Palestine—General Command. The PLO goal of “a 
secular democratic state” in Palestine probably reflects the SSNP background 
of some highly placed members. According to a generally unreliable account, 
Sabri al-Banna (“Abu Nidal”) is said actively to have participated in the party 
during his student days at the American University of Beirut about 1960.254 

(5) Georges Ibrahim ‘Abdallah joined the SSNP at the age of fifteen, then 
quit to join George Habash. In 1980, “Abdallah went on to found his own 
organization, the Lebanese Armed Revolutionary Fraction (known by its 
French acronym, FARL). FARL worked with Syrian intelligence and was held 
responsible for a rash of terrorist acts in France during the 1980s. 

Even without a direct personal connection, the SSNP often provided a 
model for other political parties. The Phalanges Libanaises, the leading Mar- 
onite organization founded in 1936, adopted much from the SSNP; so too did 
An-Najjada, the Sunni organization founded a year later. Before establishing 
the Ba‘th Party, Michel ‘Aflaq and Salah ad-Din al-Bitar are said to have held 
long conversations with Sa‘ada.255 

The radicalism of the SSNP profoundly influenced the nature of Pan-Arab 
nationalism. Elsewhere in the Arab world—Arabia, Egypt, the Maghrib— 
Pan-Arabism first developed as a temperate doctrine advocating harmonious 
political relations and cooperation in finance, culture, and other spheres (what 
is known as moderate Pan-Arabism). But in Greater Syria, Pan-Arabism meant 
something far more ambitious and disruptive: the elimination of borders and 
the fusion of peoples (or radical Pan-Arabism). It appears that in its modern 
form this latter idea originated with the SSNP, whose plans to dismantle the 
boundaries dividing Greater Syria were subsequently transferred to the Arab 
nation. The Ba‘th adopted SSNP-style principles in the late 1940s and then 
disseminated these to Egypt and throughout the Arabic-speaking countries. 
Radical Pan-Arabism flourished from about 1958 to 1967 and had vast politi- 
cal importance in the Middle East during that period. Although since over- 
taken by moderate Pan-Arabism, the ideology still lives on for some leaders, 
such as Mu‘ammar al-Qadhdhafi of Libya. 

The Pan-Arab theorist Abu Khaldun Sati‘ al-Husri, no friend of the SSNP, 
in the early 1950s explained the reasons for this influence: 


Until now, there has appeared no party in the Arab world that can compete 
with the SSNP for the quality of its propaganda, which addresses both reason 
and emotion, or for the strength of its organization, which is effective both 
overtly and covertly. By virtue of its organization, this party succeeded in 
creating a very powerful intellectual and political current in Syria and 
Lebanon.?5¢ 


Before the SSNP came into existence, political parties in Syria and most of the 
Middle East represented personal interests, even if they pretended to pursue 
causes. The SSNP was the first true indigenous party of an ideological nature. 
A historian of political parties in Syria was, therefore, correct to conclude that 
the SSNP was founded on “a completely different basis from the parties that 
preceded it or followed it.”257 
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Activities 


The SSNP did not flinch from the radicalism of its position. To create a state 
that represented the Syrian identity meant eradicating the polities created by 
the British and French in the years after World War I—the Syrian republic, 
Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan. The SSNP viewed these existing states as artificial 
and meaningless and paid them no loyalty. With regard to Lebanon, for exam- 
ple, Sa‘ada declared, “Above all, we are Pan-Syrian nationalists; our cause is 
the cause of [Greater] Syria, not that of Lebanese separatism.”258 He argued 
that “Lebanon should be reunited with natural Syria” and explicitly stated that 
his goal was “to seize power in Beirut to achieve this objective.”259 

The SSNP’s devoted paramilitary forces gave it a capable militia which 
played a significant role in both Lebanese civil wars. In 1958, these stood with 
the government of Kamil Sham‘un against the rebels. By the time fighting 
began in 1975, the SSNP had switched sides and played a small but important 
part in the antigovernment coalition. 

The SSNP inspired many efforts to unify countries. In 1949 alone, it had 
connections to the three Syrian military rulers who pursued unity negotiations 
with Iraq, though each of them changed his mind or was overthrown before 
any agreements could be reached. The SSNP’s willingness to use subversion 
and violence won it powerful allies. On at least three occasions it received 
external backing for planned revolutions. Syria helped a 1949 attempt to 
overthrow the Lebanese government; ‘Abd al-Illah, uncle of the king of Iraq, 
supported the SSNP in an unsuccessful 1956 effort to overthrow the govern- 
ment of Syria; and Lebanese military officers joined the December 1961 putsch 
against their own government. Like almost all the SSNP did, these efforts came 
to naught. 

Even in failure, however, they had far-reaching consequences. To take just 
the 1949 episode, in June of that year, the ruler of Syria, Husni az-Za‘im, 
offered Antun Sa‘ada a warm welcome and promises of arms against the 
Lebanese authorities. This encouraged Sa‘ada to declare war on Beirut and to 
take steps to overthrow the government. But Za‘im betrayed Sa‘ada in July 
1949 and delivered him to the Lebanese police, who had him executed after an 
eight-hour trial. Za‘im’s treachery had wide consequences in Syria and 
Lebanon. In Syria, it contributed to Za‘im’s overthrow a month later, for many 
Syrians were offended by this breach of promise. The director-general of 
Za‘im’s police, Adib ash-Shishakli, provided important assistance to the coup 
makers and soon after took power himself. Za‘im lost his life at the hands of a 
soldier avenging Sa‘ada. Riyad as-Sulh, one of the great figures of Lebanese 
politics and the premier at the time of Sa‘ada’s death, was assassinated by an 
SSNP member in July 1951. Za‘im’s actions engendered an ill will toward 
Damascus that harmed Lebanese-Syrian relations for years. In both countries, 
the SSNP benefited from a backlash of sympathy. 

The SSNP on occasion cooperated with the Hashimis. In July 1942, it 
approached “Abdallah and indicated a willingness to accept him as ruler of 
Greater Syria, asking in return control of certain key ministries, but “Abdallah 
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showed no interest. In November 1947, just as “Abdallah had turned his atten- 
tion away from Damascus, the SSNP declared that it “does not object to the 
appointment of His Majesty as King of United Syria.”2° As noted earlier (p. 
100), the SSNP and ‘Abd al-Illah of Iraq colluded in the Free Syrian Movement, 
a 1956 effort to overthrow the Syrian government. Of course, the two sides 
worked together only tactically. “Abd al-Illah provided money and arms; the 
SSNP supplied connections and manpower. The conspirators would almost 
certainly have fallen out had the plot succeeded, for each expected to rule Syria 
on its own; and it is unlikely that a compromise could have been achieved 
between ‘Abd al-Illah’s quest for a throne and the SSNP’s radical vision for 
social change. 

King al-Husayn supported the SSNP in 1961-62 by giving it money and 
helping its efforts in Lebanon, the intent being to find allies against his princi- 
pal adversary of the time, Jamal “Abd an-Nasir. He probably encouraged the 
SSNP’s 1961 coup attempt in Lebanon and promised it recognition. Even later, 
the king retained close personal ties with several members of the SSNP resident 
in Amman. 

Usually, the rivalry between these two main Pan-Syrian aspirants caused 
them openly to compete. The Hashimis rejected the SSNP’s republican and 
secular ideas, its pure Pan-Syrian nationalism, and its claim to rule a future 
Greater Syrian state. In response, Antun Sa‘ada took “Abdallah on openly, 
declaring that “the SSNP has fought the Amman plan because of its ideology. 
We do not want a monarchy.”26! According to another SSNP figure, “we are 
against the king, for he wants to establish a state on religious bases.”262 On 
one occasion, the SSNP even urged military cooperation between the Lebanese 
and Syrian governments to resist the king’s Greater Syria plan.263 

For the SSNP, “Abdallah was just one of many enemies. Its irredentism, 
secularism, fascism, and violence assured it of almost universally hostile rela- 
tions. French authorities proscribed the party during the mandate because it 
agitated for independence. Jamal ‘Abd an-Nasir of Egypt persecuted the SSNP 
because it opposed the union with Egypt (a non-Syrian state) in 1958-61. 
Israel fought the party because of its extreme anti-Zionism. Ba‘thists rejected 
its pure Pan-Syrian ideology. Socialists and Communists opposed its fascism. 
Leaders of independent Lebanon suppressed the SSNP because it denied the 
state’s legitimacy and the sectarian basis of its political life. Syrian rulers 
sought to silence a proven troublemaker. 

The better to harass the SSNP, its many enemies frequently accused the 
party of collaborating with foreign powers and doing their dirty work. French 
authorities accused it of collaboration with the Axis in the 1940s; the Vichy 
government, ironically, continued to press this charge. Rumors of American 
subsidies (subsequently proven accurate) discredited SSNP candidates in the 
Syrian elections of 1953. Later, “Abd an-Nasir accused the SSNP of taking 
American money. A British hand was suspected in the mid-1940s and then, 
more plausibly, in 1961. Talk in recent years, with good reason, has centered 
on Romanian and Soviet aid. 

With so many enemies, it is not surprising to find that the SSNP was 
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persecuted through most of its existence. Sa‘ada himself was imprisoned twice 
by the French, in November 1935 and August 1936, and finally executed by 
the Lebanese police. In Lebanon, the party has frequently alternated between 
legality and illegality. It was banned for the first time in March 1936 and made 
legal in May 1937; banned in October 1939, made legal by Kamil Sham‘un in 
May 1944; banned in July 1949, made legal by Sham‘un again in September 
1958; banned in January 1962, and made legal by Kamal Junbalat in 1970, (It 
remained legal after 1970.) In Syria, the party was legal until 1955 (and so the 
party headquarters was in Damascus from 1949 to 1955) but has been banned 
since then. In Jordan, assassinations carried out by SSNP members caused it to 
be repressed during 1951-52; afraid of SSNP inroads among Palestinians, the 
Jordanian security services tried to eradicate the party in 1966. 

Despite strong official disfavor, the SSNP on occasion won representation 
in the Lebanese and Syrian parliaments. In Lebanon, it took one seat in the 
1957 elections. It did better in Syria, winning nine seats in 1949, one in 1953, 
and two in 1954. Though far too few to pass any legislation, these representa- 
tives gave the party a platform to make its views more widely known. 


Conclusion: 
The Historic Significance 
of Greater Syria 


An overview of the first half-century of activity on behalf of Greater Syria leads 
to several conclusions about the Pan-Syrian ideology. In particular, we shall 
review its importance, feasibility, mutability, weakness, and frustration. 

First, evidence presented here should establish that Greater Syria was not 
the minor eddy of general repute but a central theme in the history of the 
Middle East between 1918 and 1950. It was no less important than two much 
better known nationalisms, the Pan-Arabist and the Palestinian. Pan-Syrian 
ambitions had major bearing on the course of events in Lebanon, Jordan, and 
Syria, and almost as much on Palestine and Iraq. It also influenced inter-Arab 
relations and the Arab-Israeli conflict. As a model of the ideological party, the 
SSNP had a major impact on a wide range of organizations. 

A great number of French, British, and local politicians believed in Greater 
Syria as a proper unit to emerge from World War I. That it did not was a 
source of disappointment to such varied figures in the West as Henri Lam- 
mens, Arnold Toynbee, key officials in the British government, and business 
leaders in Lyons. The King-Crane Commission endorsed Pan-Syrianism, as 
did, implicitly, the League of Nations. 

Europeans quickly reconciled themselves to the division of Syria, but the 
ache lasted in the Levant. Disparate revisionists in the three decades of round 
one—Sunnis dissatisfied in Lebanon and Palestine, “Alawi and Druze rebels, 
“Abdallah displeased with his scrap of territory, “Abd al-Illah in search of a 
throne—sought solutions in the unification of Syria. In addition to those indi- 
viduals most closely identified with Pan-Syrianism (Antun Sa‘ada and King 
“Abdallah), the ideology enjoyed support from such major actors as Faysal, 
Shakib Arsalan, Nuri as-Sa‘id, “Abd al-Illah, Riyad as-Sulh, “Abd ar-Rahman 
Shahbandar, Amin al-Husayni, Rashid ‘Ali. al-Kaylani, “Abd ar-Rahman 
“Azzam, Musa ‘Alami, and George Antonius. 
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A great number of organizations besides the Syrian Social Nationalist Party 
accepted and promoted Greater Syria. These included Independence of Syria, 
the Syrian Central Committee, the Syrian Party of Unity, the Party of Syrian 
Union, the two People’s Parties (one founded in 1925, the other in 1948), the 
Syrian Congress, the Syro-Palestinian Congress, the National Bloc, the Arab 
Club, the Literary Club, the Muslim-Christian Association, and the Arab Inde- 
pendence Party in Southern Syria. Most unexpectedly, even the Ba‘th Party 
briefly endorsed Pan-Syrianism. Important meetings blessed Greater Syria, 
including the two General Syrian Congresses, the First and Second Palestinian 
Congresses, the Conferences of the Sons of the Coast, and the Conferences of 
the Coast. 

Greater Syria was not limited to manifestos. It caused domestic unrest and 
made foreign relations volatile in several countries. In Lebanon, the conviction 
that the country as a whole (and especially the four districts attached to it in 
1920) belonged to Syria incited civil unrest through three decades. ‘Abdallah 
worked on Greater Syria from the moment he arrived in Amman until his 
death three decades later. Syrian politicians frequently vented their discontent 
with the existing borders and made plans to control territory belonging to all 
five of their neighbors. Palestinian Arabs dropped Greater Syria for tactical 
reasons in 1920, but the idea lived on and, had they succeeded against the 
Zionists, probably would have been acted upon. The Fertile Crescent scheme, 
an enlarged version of Greater Syria, unsettled politics in Iraq until 1958; 
indeed, the Iraqi rulers’ contradictory and futile pursuits of Damascus dis- 
tracted their attention from domestic problems, with tragic consequences. 

Pan-Syrianism embroiled political life in the Levant, adding another layer 
of complexity to an already intricate brew that included various forms of Pan- 
Arab and Palestinian nationalism, Pan-Islam, and local loyalties. Together 
these competing claims on allegiance relegated the actual state structures to an 
emotional void. In this way, Greater Syria denigrated the appeal of existing 
states and thereby contributed substantially to the well-known volatility of the 
Middle East. 

The contest for Palestine offers a clear case of Pan-Syrian ideology entan- 
gling with other nationalisms. Pan-Syrian ambitions justified the Jordanian 
and Syrian governments laying title to Palestine, with great consequence. Jor- 
dan’s moment came in 1948—49, when “Abdallah’s forces provided the main- 
stay of the Arab fighting. The dismal military record of the other Arabs sug- 
gests that had “Abdallah not staked out a position (but had acquiesced to the 
radical Arab leadership in Palestine or to the Egyptian or Syrian governments), 
the Arab forces would have lost Palestine entirely. And had Israel won the 
whole of mandatory Palestine in 1948-49, including the whole of Jerusalem, 
the debate now taking place over the Jewish versus democratic nature of the 
Israeli state would have been raised earlier and in a more acute form. The issue 
of Jerusalem’s status, never yet broached, would likely have been settled. The 
great post-1967 division in Israeli politics —what to do with the West Bank— 
might have been decided long ago. 
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Syria’s era came several decades later, as Egypt’s government retired from 
the conflict starting in 1974 and ending in 1982. With Egypt out, the burden 
fell on Syria to keep the military conflict with Israel alive. And it did; as Asad 
set his sights on strategic parity with Israel, the Arab-Israel war at the state 
level turned into a Syrian-Israel war. 

But Pan-Syrianism also hindered the Arab cause against Israel. If not for the 
independent Jordanian and Syrian roles, the major Arab actors competing for 
Palestine would have been not four but two. This would have reduced inter- 
Arab strife, eased cooperation, and probably strengthened the Arab cause. 
Paradoxically, the reduction in bickering might also have increased the chances 
of the Arabs accepting Israel’s existence.! 

The maintenance of a distinct claim to Palestine had great domestic reper- 
cussions for Jordan, setting both “Abdallah and Husayn at odds with many of 
their own subjects and with other Arab leaders. Had “Abdallah not overtly 
planned to grab Palestine, he could have had Arab backing; had he accommo- 
dated Palestinian separatism more flexibly, he might not have been assassi- 
nated by a Palestinian tailor. Had Husayn accepted the Pan-Arabist approach 
during 1956-67 period, he would not have suffered so many attacks on his 
regime and attempts on his life; had he truly endorsed the PLO’s claim to 
Palestine, he would have been spared more than two decades of conflict with 
Yasir “Arafat; had he supported Hafiz al-Asad, he would have avoided subver- 
sion from Damascus. 

The Syrian Social Nationalist Party also had a profound impact on politics 
in Lebanon and Syria. It introduced a panoply of new ideas to the Middle East, 
including the ideological party, complete political secularism, fascistic leader- 
ship, and a determination to pull down existing borders between states. The 
SSNP showed the way in the use of violence to destroy the established order. In 
a period of two decades, its radical ideas drew in a substantial portion of the 
intellectual leadership in Lebanon and Syria as members. Virtually every radi- 
cal group in the region learned from the SSNP and imitated aspects of its 
program. Its repeated challenges to the Lebanese state helped undermine the 
prestige and status of the authorities in Beirut, while its militia had substantial 
roles in Lebanon’s civil wars. Looking over a half-century of turmoil, David 
Roberts correctly noted that “the PPS has had a curiously pervasive influence 
through intrigue, murder and an ideology which Sa‘adeh rightly foresaw would 
be effective in the Levant.” 

The second conclusion concerns feasibility. Greater Syria represented a 
union that, for many years, was not a political fantasy but a realistic goal. 
Prospects were especially good about the time of the two world wars, when the 
established order was in flux and borders could be redrawn. Any arrangement 
could have succeeded in the 1918-23 period; the divisions imposed then were 
long seen as temporary, and with justification. A widespread, almost universal 
feeling existed that these would be eradicated once the imperial powers had 
departed; the pressing question was not whether this would happen but the 
exact shape, size, structure, and ideology of the larger polities that would come 
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into being. This sentiment crested in the 1940s, only to meet with increasing 
disappointments after 1949. 

Third, Pan-Syrianism had to change to survive. When the much-watched 
effort to unify Syria and Egypt in 1958—61 ended in an acrimonious collapse, 
the despised divisions inherited from Britain and France began to look less 
transient. When the best effort to overcome existing polities failed so utterly, 
more thought began to be put into living with them and making the best of 
them, and less into their elimination. Indeed, those radical enough still to 
aspire to wholesale changes, such as Qadhdhafi, came to be viewed as anach- 
ronistic. Pure Pan-Syrianism, especially, had to become more modest or more 
subtle. 

Fourth, Pan-Syrianism suffered from intellectual poverty. Pan-Arabism 
(whether radical or moderate) attracted many thinkers who developed a pow- 
erful and nuanced argument for the Arab nation. In contrast, pure Pan- 
Syrianism was promoted only by Antun Sa‘ada and his idiosyncratic, if tal- 
ented, band of followers. The blatant self-interest of “Abdallah, Nuri as-Sa‘id, 
“Abd al-Hlah, and other politicians diminished their efforts. This lack of artic- 
ulation went far to account for the failure of Pan-Syrianism to be established as 
a reputable ideology and attract a large following. 

Indeed, the anti—Greater Syria position was better articulated than the 
pro—Greater Syria position. Note, for example, the case of Abu Khaldun Sati‘ 
al-Husri and the SSNP. Husri, perhaps the leading theoretician and exponent 
of Pan-Arabism, long took interest in the SSNP; he met with Sa‘ada and even 
wrote a book about SSNP ideology. He disagreed with pure Pan-Syrianism, to 
be sure, but he took the SSNP seriously and argued with it respectfully. But the 
SSNP, reeling from its crisis in Syria, provoked Husri, and he responded in 
1956 with a vicious refutation of the SSNP, dealing it a severe blow. As Bassam 
Tibi explained, “the massive attack of such an influential political writer as al- 
Husri on the SSNP, which had not yet gained a strong foothold, severely 
damaged its development. Husri’s critique was used by all the party’s 
opponents.” 

Fifth, frustration far outweighed achievement. All the schemes of glory 
turned out badly, even the one that appeared successful. A boundary was 
crossed and a hitherto separate territory incorporated before 1974 only when 
King ‘Abdallah took the West Bank in 1948. This case excepted, every move 
toward Greater Syria failed. Lebanese Muslims remained in Lebanon, South- 
ern Syria became Palestine and then Israel, “Abdaliah stayed in Amman, and 
the SSNP never came at all near to power. Despite widespread disapproval of 
the San Remo borders, they endured. Put differently, Greater Syria had no 
Bismarck or Cavour. 

Or not before 1974. Although not likely to establish a full-fledged Greater 
Syria, Hafiz al-Asad has come much closer than anyone else. Quietly, Asad is 
achieving where others so noisily failed. Policies pursued by the Asad regime 
since 1974 resembled earlier Syrian claims to Palestine, Jordanian claims to 
Syria, and SSNP efforts to unify all four countries. There were two main 
differences, however. Lately, the only real effort to constitute Greater Syria 
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emanated from Lesser Syria; Damascus became the unique predator. Also, the 
methods changed; Asad pursued Greater Syria with the skills of a crafty politi- 
cian and the strengths of a police state. The history of failure is over; Pan- 
Syrianism enjoyed real success after 1974. Indeed, it had perhaps more signifi- 
cance in this period than at any previous time. 
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Lesser Syria’s Dominance, 
1974-1988 


We cannot forget that Mr. Hafiz al-Asad—His Excellency the President of 
Syria—has declared many times that Lebanon is a part of Syria, that 
Palestine is a part of Syria. And if we believe that, and we have to—he has 
given all signs of being serious—it means that his interest in Lebanon is 
very genuine. He is playing the game very cautiously and intelligently. 
“Abdallah Sa‘idi, 

a member of the SSNP! 


While all Arabic-speaking residents of Greater Syria have been affected by the 
division of Greater Syria and had some role in the Pan-Syrian quest, Lesser 
Syrians have almost always been at the center of this effort. Alexandretta was 
claimed by Syria only; Sunnis in Lebanon wanted to reintegrate with Syria; the 
SSNP focused on Lebanese union with Syria; Palestinian Arabs looked pri- 
marily to the north; ‘Abdallah hoped to sit on a throne in Damascus; Iraqi 
leaders dreamed of a Fertile Crescent union with Lesser Syria; and so forth. 

Lesser Syria’s centrality results from many factors. It has the largest terri- 
tory and population of any country in Greater Syria; add to this that it carries 
the name of the whole region, and it naturally assumes a mantle of leadership. 
Because Prince Faysal made Damascus his capital, that city has a permanent 
claim to being the center of Greater Syria. The French politique minoritaire 
was practiced most consistently in Lesser Syria and had the most pernicious 
effects there. Finally, residents of Lesser Syria had prominent roles in develop- 
ing many of the great ideologies of the Muslim Middle East, including Pan- 
Arabism, Arab socialism, and anti-Zionism. For all these reasons, Syrians see 
the other states as carved out from their territory and feel the most injured by 
the imperial divisions. 

Despite Syria’s centrality, its Pan-Syrian claims lay mostly dormant for fifty 
years, from the French conquest in 1920 to the coup by Hafiz al-Asad in 1970. 
During the first half of that period, French mandatory rule hindered Damascus 
from the serious pursuit of Greater Syria, while internal instability blocked it 
during the second half. Only in the mid-1970s did a Greater Syria with its 
capital in Damascus once again become a realistic goal. 
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Vestigial Claims by Others 


In the third phase of Pan-Syrianism, after 1974, the PLO and Jordan continued 
to brandish claims to territory. But these carried less weight in the Asad era. 

The PLO retained the clause in its charter which left open the possibility of 
making Jordan part of a future Palestinian state. From time to time, and 
especially in its peak years between 1974 (when the Arab League negated 
Jordanian rights to the West Bank) and 1982 (when Israeli forces invaded 
Lebanon), the PLO was more explicit. A Palestine National Council meeting in 
June 1974 called for a “Jordanian-Palestinian national front whose aim will be 
to establish a national democratic government in Jordan; this will be joined 
with the Palestinian entity to be established after the battle [with Israel].”2 
Yasir “Arafat wrote later that year, “Jordan is ours, Palestine is ours, and we 
shall build our national entity on the whole of this land after having freed it of 
both the Zionist presence and the reactionary-traitor presence [of King al- 
Husayn].”3 A 1975 article in the PLO magazine showed why the Jordanian 
regime must be overthrown. It is necessary, ‘Isam Sakhnini explained, 


to cancel the Jordanian entity and to establish, in its place, a revolutionary 
entity. ... Palestinian Transjordan is the basis for building the fatherland. 
This will be a step toward the practical realization of Greater Palestine; it will 
also enable those Palestinians in parts of the land to be liberated to expand 
from there to the west of the [Jordan] River. ... [The land of Palestinian 
Transjordan] is the essential starting point for the emergence of the national 
entity that includes the whole Palestinian land.+ 


Faruq Qaddumi announced in March 1977 that the PLO considered Jor- 
danians and Palestinians “one people.”5 Days later, Zuhayr Muhsin, a PLO 
leader long in the Syrian pay, made a similar announcement: “Once we have 
attained all our rights in the whole of Palestine, we must not postpone, even for 
a moment, the reunification of Jordan and Palestine.” 6 

Yasir “Arafat echoed these sentiments. In November 1978, he specifically 
answered a claim from Damascus: “Syria said the Palestinian revolution and 
Syria can never be separated. Al-Asad said that Palestine is the southern part of 
Syria. I told him that Palestine is Southern Syria and Syria is Northern Pal- 
estine.”” “Arafat repeated this assertion six months later: “I recall President al- 
Asad saying that Palestine is Southern Syria. I replied to this by saying that 
Syria is Northern Palestine.” But these PLO statements were bravado, not 
serious demands.? 

Jordan’s claim to the West Bank, on the other hand, still counted for 
something. Even during the 1974-82 heyday of the PLO, reminders of the 
Jordanian interest in that territory would be uttered, though sporadically and 
in fairly muted fashion. Prime Minister Zayd ar-Rifa‘i told an interviewer in 
1975: 


Jordan is Palestine. They have never been ruled as two separate states except 
during the British Mandate. Before 1918 the two banks of the Jordan River 
were a single state. When they returned to being a single state after 1948, it 
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was a matter of building on the earlier unity. Their families are one, as are 
their welfare, affiliation, and culture. Until now, despite all that happened— 
the Rabat summit and other decisions—tomorrow, when the Palestinian state 
is established on the West Bank, or any other liberated part of Palestine, I do 
not imagine there will be a division of the two banks. There will be special 
relations between them resulting from the powerful unity of the past.!° 


In answer to Ariel Sharon’s repeated argument that “Jordan is Palestine,” 
King al-Husayn asserted that “Jordan is Palestine and Palestine is Jordan.” !! 
In 1980, the Jordanian University in Amman sponsored a major conference on 
“the History of Greater Syria (Palestine).”!2 The term Sham was used in titles 
of books dealing with cultural history.13 School textbooks held that “Palestine 
is the southwest part of Bilad ash-Sham.” 14 

Jordanian claims became bolder after the 1982 reduction of the PLO. In 
July 1983, Radio Amman endorsed the concept of Palestine as Southern Syria, 
calling this a “geographical reality,” and asserted: “We agree with the Syrian 
officials’ reiterations that Jordan is Southern Syria because geography shows 
that Syria is Northern Jordan.”15 The breakdown of diplomatic efforts 
between Jordan and the PLO in February 1986 inspired a number of efforts to 
reassert Amman’s claims to Palestine. The king announced that he speaks “as 
one who feels he is a Palestinian.”!6 A publication of the Jordanian govern- 
ment, Occupied Land Affairs, portrayed a map of Mandatory Palestine on its 
cover,!7 implying that Jordan claimed the whole of Palestine. Amman also 
took practical steps to reassert its presence on the West Bank. These included a 
larger budget, special television programming, parliamentary representation, 
and a host of small measures intended to reestablish a Jordanian administra- 
tive structure in the region.18 

Whether Jordanian or Palestinian, those who supported Jordanian rule on 
the West Bank became distinctly bolder in 1986. “Akif al-Fayiz, president of the 
Jordanian parliament, declared that “Jordan does not distinguish between its 
people on the East and on the West Bank. Our people is one and our family is 
one. We look forward to the day when the one family will resume its historic 
role.”19 Anwar al-Khatib, former Jordanian mayor of East Jerusalem, echoed 
these sentiments: “Palestine, Jordan and Syria constituted one family until the 
British and French occupation in 1918, which drove the wedge of boundaries 
among us. We do not differentiate between our people, whether they live in 
Jordan, Syria, or Palestine.”2° 

Although Husayn had long abandoned “Abdallah’s grandiose ambitions, 
his statements about Jordanian rights to Palestine served to remind the world 
(until his dramatic renunciation of this claim in July 1988) that his grand- 
father’s legacy had not died entirely. In fact, Husayn maintained, more dis- 
creetly than “Abdallah ever could, that Palestine rightfully belonged within 
Jordan. 

These Jordanian assertions aside, Pan-Syrianism has since 1974 been an 
almost exclusive preserve of the government in Damascus. A new era began 
with the coming to power of Hafiz al-Asad in 1970. Asad inherited a police 
state and completed its domination of Syrian public life, ending decades of 
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Figure 10. Jordanian Map of 1986 At a moment of Jor- 
danian strength and PLO weakness, Jordan’s Ministry of 
Occupied Land Affairs published a pamphlet picturing the 
whole of mandatory Palestine, suggesting (but not stating 
explicitly) that this entire area should be considered 
occupied Jordanian territory. 


instability. He then quickly revived the Syrian claim to Lebanon. Asad pursued 
the vision of Greater Syria in two complementary ways: by making verbal 
claims and by building the force to implement them. The claims were impor- 
tant to justify Syrian expansion; the force backed up the rhetoric. The state- 
ments made and the actions taken in their support are worth noting in detail, 
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for they offer important insights into the regime’s Pan-Syrian aspirations and 
the strategies it adopts. 

Asad asserted rights over Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, and Alexandretta, 
and most of his efforts on behalf of Greater Syria dealt separately with these 
component regions. Indeed, Syrian leaders used virtually identical terms with 
regard to the countries they aspire to control: “We and Lebanon are one 
country.” “We and Palestine form one entity.” “We and Jordan are one coun- 
try.”21 Within this uniformity, however, two basic strategies coexisted. 
Lebanon and the PLO are both weak and fractured, and this gave Damascus 
the opportunity to find Lebanese and Palestinian agents. In contrast, the 
approach to Jordan depended on force and intimidation directed against the 
central government. 


Lebanon 
Words 


Asad made a vague claim to Lebanon in August 1972: “Syria and Lebanon are 
a single country. We are more than brothers.”22 He made almost the same 
point a year later, announcing that Syria and Lebanon “are one land and one 
nation with two governments.”23 More ominously, the minister of informa- 
tion explained in January 1975, “Lebanon will not escape from the destined 
unity of Syria and Lebanon.”24 The entry of Syrian troops into Lebanon in 
June 1976 prompted a spate of Syrian claims. Asad proclaimed a month later 
that “through history, Syria and Lebanon have been one country and one 
people. ... Our history is one, our future is one and our destiny is one.”25 
Days later, a Syrian general was quoted as saying that “what is taking place 
presently in the region is the undoing of the Sykes-Picot agreement” (the 1916 
exchange of notes that led to the division of the Levant).26 Syria’s prime 
minister expressed the same claim in asserting that “Southern Lebanon is like 
southern Syria.”27 

In May 1982, Asad referred to Lebanon as an “Arab land that belongs to 
us.”28 A Ministry of Information official asserted that “Lebanon and Syria are 
the same”2? in August 1983. Asad declared that “Lebanon and Syria are one 
single people, one single nation” whose feeling of kinship “runs deeper than it 
does between states in the United States.”3° Interviewed by a French news- 
paper in May 1985, the Syrian foreign minister reminded its readership that 
“until the beginning of the century, we [Syria and Lebanon] formed a single 
country. It is true that we are now two different states, but we cannot ignore 
the fact that we form a single people with the same language and a common 
history.”31 A British diplomat recalled senior Syrian officials referring to the 
Biqa’ Valley of Lebanon as “the usurped lands” (al-aradi al-mughtasaba).32 
Defense Minister Mustafa “Abd al-Qadir Tallas told a German interviewer that 
“Lebanon belongs to our Great Syrian family” (grossen syrischen Familie) 33 

When Christian groups in Lebanon brought up the possibility of dividing 
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the country into Christian and Muslim sections, Syrian foreign minister “Abd 
al-Halim Khaddam responded in a proprietary fashion: 


We will not permit the division of Lebanon. Any attempt at division will lead 
to our immediate intervention. Lebanon was part of Syria and we will recover 
it at the moment of an effective effort at partitioning. It should be made clear 
that this does not refer only to the four districts [that France took from Syria 
in 1920], but to Mt. Lebanon as well. Lebanon can either be united or return 
to Syria.34 


Raymond Eddé, a leading Lebanese critic of the Syrian intervention, inter- 
preted this declaration as a Syrian statement of intent to annex the Biga‘ 
Valley, the town of Tripoli, and the ‘Akkar, an area to the north of Tripoli.35 
Indeed, Khaddam specified in August 1981 that “we consider Tripoli an exten- 
sion of the muhajirin quarter of Damascus.”3¢ 

At another point, Khaddam (who was known in Lebanon as the “Syrian 
High Commissioner”) declared that “Syria had not consulted anyone when it 
entered Lebanon, nor would it consult anyone when it decides to withdraw 
from Lebanon.”37 Asad went even farther, remarking to a group of Lebanese 
parliamentarians in February 1978 that while the Lebanese army amounted to 
no more than gangs, Syrian troops in Lebanon constituted the legal army of 
Lebanon.38 He reiterated this point in October 1983, telling a Swiss journalist 
that “there is only one foreign army in Lebanon, namely Israel’s. The Syrians 
and Lebanese are one people, they are Arabs. We have the same language and 
the same history.”39 Once more, in July 1986, Khaddam told reporters in Paris 
that “the Syrian forces are present in Lebanon legitimately. . . . These forces 
can be present at any place they want and do not have to get permission from 
anybody.”4° 

After his only formal visit to Lebanon as president*! in January 1975, Asad 
observed: “Leaving Damascus for Shtura this morning, I had the feeling of 
going from one town to another within a single country, of leaving one portion 
of my people for another. These sentiments derive from our common way of 
life and our unique history. We are one and the same people, sons of the same 
nation.”42 The Syrian minister of economy and foreign trade, Muhammad 
al-‘Imadi, called for “economic unity” between Syria and Lebanon.*#3 

Syrian authorities usually made sure to portray their interest in Lebanon as 
one based on common Arab ties. But sometimes they forgot, and made clear 
their real thinking. Thus, when Asad wanted to discredit Iraq’s presence in 
Lebanon, he did it by denigrating its ties to that country. “Syria’s status in 
Lebanon is different from that of Iraq. This is so because the human relations 
that exist between Syria and Lebanon do not exist between Iraq and 
Lebanon.”44 True enough; but this confirms that “human relations” and its 
synonyms are but a tactful way of pointing to the antique ties between the 
regions of Greater Syria. 

The Syrian government construed the absence of diplomatic relations 
between itself and Lebanon as a sign of closeness. The information minister 
explained that “Lebanon and Syria are two states in harmony. It would be an 
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offense to the rights of Lebanon and Syria to have to maintain diplomatic 
relations between the two.”45 Asad explained the lack of embassies by arguing 
that contacts of the two countries “are beyond the resources of any embassy. 
... This is a symbol of the warm fraternal relations between the two coun- 
tries.” 46 

But Lebanese interpret the lack of formal relations differently; for them, it 
indicates Syrian unwillingness to accept the sovereign existence of Lebanon. 
The Lebanese view was buttressed by the pressure Damascus exerted on other 
states to withdraw their diplomats from Lebanon. The Syrian regime used its 
many proxies in Lebanon to harass foreign diplomats based in Beirut; with 
time, these grew weary of constant intimidation and relocated their missions to 
Damascus. Fu’ad Butrus, the Lebanese foreign minister, once mused publicly 
on this issue: “I wonder if there is not a plan aiming to empty Lebanon of all 
diplomatic representation.”47 While some states might have withdrawn their 
missions from Beirut anyway, owing to the civil war, their number was proba- 
bly greatly increased as a result of Syrian pressure. Among the missions either 
closed or left vacant were those of Afghanistan, Brazil, Canada, Chad, Costa 
Rica, the Dominican Republic, Egypt, Ghana, Greece, Haiti, Indonesia, Iran, 
Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, Malta, Nigeria, Oman, Panama, Qatar, Senegal, Sudan, 
Switzerland, Tunisia, the UAE, Uruguay, North and South Yemen, and Yugo- 
slavia.48 By 1985, only two of twenty-two Arab ambassadors remained resi- 
dent in Beirut. 


Deeds 


The record shows that the Syrian government did more than talk big; indeed, 
in recent years it has extended its control over most of Lebanon. Already in the 
mid-1960s, the “Alawi village of Ghajar, at the base of Mount Hermon, was 
taken over by Syria in conjunction with a water diversion scheme. By early 
1973, Asad had acquired virtual veto power over the major developments in 
Lebanon. Under heavy pressure, the Lebanese authorities acquiesced to the 
stationing of Syrian troops in Lebanon later that year. 

The outbreak of the Lebanese civil war in April 1975 gave Asad new 
opportunities. The rupture of central authority and: the country’s fractured 
social condition made it easy for Damascus to find agents in Lebanon. Asad 
shifted support among factions in Lebanon (the Maronites, the PLO, the 
Druze, the Shi‘is, the SSNP, the Communists) in a masterful effort to expand 
Syrian influence. In addition, the Syrian government controlled two Palestinian 
armed units in Lebanon, those of the Palestine Liberation Army and As-Sa‘iqa. 
When even these proved insufficient, Asad used the Syrian military forces June 
1976 to intervene directly. “This move proved a watershed in the relations 
between the two countries: for the first time Syria realized its historic ambition 
and dispatched military forces into Lebanon.”4? A second intervention soon 
followed in September 1976. 

Over a dozen years later, Syrian troops remained in Lebanon, more 
entrenched than ever and in control of large regions of Lebanon. Their pres- 
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ence was symbolized by the minute tasks in which they became involved. 
Looking for members of the Iraqi wing of the Ba‘th Party or other leftist 
organizations, Syrian intelligence forces conducted house-to-house searches in 
Tripoli in 1979. In August 1985, Syrian soldiers enforced ceasefire agreements 
between warring Lebanese factions. Syrian control of the Beirut airport 
brought many benefits; checking passports allowed them, for example, to ban 
Hizbullah members from using the airport as a base for terrorism on airplanes 
worldwide. 

Lebanese leaders dared not defy Damascus. Walid Junbalat, the Druze and 
leftist leader, merely had to endure several weeks of house arrest; his father, 
Kamal Junbalat, was (almost certainly) killed by the Syrians in March 1977. 
Bashir Jumayyil, the Phalangist leader and president-elect of Lebanon, was 
blown up just before he could assume the office of president. Bashir’s brother 
Amin Jumayyil, the president of Lebanon, was almost dispatched in February 
1988, when half a kilo of sophisticated explosives was found on his plane. 
After the discovery, Syrian intelligence officers at the Beirut airport imme- 
diately seized the explosive and refused to release it. 

Nor were Syrian refugees in Lebanon safe. Muhammad ‘Umran, one of 
Asad’s rivals, fell to an assassin’s bullet in March 1972. A critic of the regime, 
Zuhayr Shalaq, was kidnapped in Beirut and removed to Syria in a coffin; a 
similar fate befell Khalil Barayiz, who had written critically about Asad’s 
performance in the June 1967 war. 

Journalists were frequent victims of Asad’s intimidation. Salim al-Lawzi, 
an important Lebanese publisher, had acquired embarrassing information 
about internal conditions in Syria, so Syrian agents tortured and killed him. A 
few months later, Riyad Taha, president of the Lebanese Publishers Associa- 
tion, was killed by four gunmen in a car. These methods were used against 
foreigner reporters too. After filing stories about unrest in Syria, Reuters corre- 
spondent Berndt Debusmann was shot in the back by a gunman using a 
silencer-equipped pistol. BBC correspondent Tim Llewellyn was threatened by 
Syrian agents and fled Beirut before being harmed, as did CBS correspondent 
Larry Pintak. One of the Syrian regime’s best informed and severest critics, the 
Frenchman Michel Seurat (pen name Gérard Michaud), was kidnapped in 
Lebanon and either executed or allowed to die by a terrorist group almost 
certainly working for Damascus. 

Asad’s efforts had obvious effect. Already in 1976, he decided the presi- 
dency of Lebanon. He backed Elias Sarkis in a variety of ways, perhaps the 
most effective of which was to hold the presidential election under the protec- 
tion of his proxy troops, the Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) and Sa‘iqa. As 
one account described the parliamentary meeting, reluctant deputies “were 
herded politely at gunpoint to the makeshift parliament building by the Syrian- 
backed Sa‘iqa guerrilla organisation in order to cast their vote for Sarkis.”5° 
When Beirut proved inhospitable for Sarkis’s inauguration, the ceremony was 
moved to Shtura, where it took place under the Syrian army’s firm control. A 
telephone conversation that took place in October 1978 between Sarkis and 
Asad (at the time in East Berlin) conveys the reality of Syrian power: 
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Elias Sarkis No government in the world can tolerate what is taking place— 
being buried alive. I would like a reply to my plan for the redeployment of the 
Arab Deterrent Force [the Syrian forces in Lebanon] and, to begin with, an 
immediate cease-fire. 


Hafiz al-Asad We are in the process of studying the redeployment plan. We 
would like to learn the opinions of the various parties to the Lebanese crisis. 


Sarkis But, after all, I am the head of state and the only spokesman for 
Lebanon! I do not accept that you deal with anyone other than myself. 


Asad Dear brother, these are not the sort of issues one discusses on the 
telephone. In two days I will be back in Damascus and you will be welcome to 
come and discuss the situation in all its aspects.5! 


In 1988, the Syrian government officially announced its opposition to the 
extension of President Amin Jumayyil’s term in office for another two years. 

Any important meeting of Lebanese politicians took place in Damascus or 
involved Syrian officials. The Syrian foreign minister sat in on the Geneva 
conference of Lebanese leaders in late 1983. Most importantly, Asad’s opposi- 
tion to the May 1983 accord between Lebanon and Israel led to abrogation of 
that accord within a year. 

Asad had achieved the long-sought Syrian role as Lebanon’s kingmaker, 
benefactor, and discipliner. All sides acknowledged Syrian power in Lebanon. 
An Israeli source observed that “nothing happens in the Bekaa Valley without 
Syrian approval.”52 Similarly, “You don’t light a cigarette here without Syrian 
permission” was said to be a common saying in that valley.53 A Lebanese 
politician told The Washington Post in mid-1984: “Make no mistake about it, 
the real government of Lebanon sits in Damascus these days, not in Beirut.” 54 
Antun Lahd, commander of the Army of Southern Lebanon, a militia spon- 
sored by Israel, held that “all big and small decisions, whether crucial or 
mundane, are made in Damascus and then communicated to the Lebanese 
authorities.”55 Yasir “Arafat mused that no one “can move in western Beirut 
without the knowledge and permission of the Syrian authorities.”5¢ According 
to ‘Adnan Sa‘d ad-Din, a leader of the Syrian Muslim Brethren, “there are no 
borders between Lebanon and Syria.”57 

So great was Syrian strength that Damascus induced Lebanese leaders to 
make public declarations on its behalf. After meeting with Hafiz al-Asad in late 
1976, President-elect Sulayman Faranjiya and other Lebanese leaders reported 
how their country stood to gain from the establishment of Greater Syria: 
“After the West Bank is returned to its sons, its inclusion in a union will cause 
the Palestinian concentration in Lebanon to shrink.”58 Walid Junbalat spoke 
of preferring “the merger of the areas under our control with Syria” over a 
return to “a unified Lebanon under the 1943 formula.”59 

“Asim Qansuh, leader of the pro-Syrian wing of the Ba‘th Party in 
Lebanon,®©° was the most explicit in favoring Syrian domination. He said that 
no Arab country had “the right to discuss the security and stability of Lebanon 
with the exception of fraternal Syria.”°! Arguing that “the reattachment of 
Lebanon to Syria offers a panacea to all the problems suffered by Lebanon,” ® 
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he expressed the belief that “a mistake was made when Syrian forces entered 
Lebanon and did not immediately announce Lebanese-Syrian unity.” He 
declared in August 1986 that “Lebanon’s troubles will only end when it is 
united with Syria, thus restoring the situation to its normal historical course.” 
Qansuh described the border between the two countries as “artificial.” 64 

The National Union Front, a grouping of Syrian-backed Lebanese groups 
put the matter more delicately in its program of August 1985: “The real 
expression of Lebanon’s Arab identity is its distinctive relationship with and 
decisive and unchangeable link to Syria.”®5 A cable it sent the next day to 
Hafiz al-Asad amplified this link, calling for “a strong Pan-Arab relationship 
between Lebanon and Syria to coordinate the two countries’ resources in 
foreign policy, defense, security, economy, education, and other fields.”6¢ 
Nabih Birri, a key participant in the National Union Front, later gave more 
details: “There must be integration with Syria, by means of actual agreements 
in the economic, security, military, political, information, and educational 
fields.” 67 

Syrian efforts to impose an end to the fighting in Lebanon culminated with 
a pact signed by three Lebanese militia leaders in December 1985. Familiar 
Syrian goals emerged from the strange language of this document: 


The most prominent meaning of Lebanon’s Arabism lies in its distinguished 
relationship with Syria. Proceeding from this principle, relations should be 
based on a strategic integration concept between Lebanon and Syria because 
their fateful issues are one as a result of their affiliation, history, and geogra- 
phy, a fact that requires a high degree of coordination in various fields.68 


In short, the militia leaders accepted Syrian dominance. 

The Syrian government has even forced Pan-Syrian ideology on those stal- 
warts of Lebanese separatism, the Lebanese Forces. In September 1985, the 
Executive Committee of the Lebanese Forces under Elie Hubayqa, hitherto one 
of the most anti-Syrian of the Maronite leaders, succumbed to this pressure. 
While in Damascus, his committee “stressed the importance of bolstering the 
distinguished relations with Syria stemming from the unity of fate, interests, 
history, and geography between the two countries.” After the trip, the commit- 
tee issued a statement recognizing “Syria’s distinctive role in Lebanon.” 69 
Amin Jumayyil, president of Lebanon and an opponent of this accord, also had 
to recognize Syrian hegemony. He told an interviewer in February 1986 that 
“cooperation with Syria” was the second most important aspect of solving the 
Lebanese problem, following only the unity of the Lebanese themselves.7° 
Perhaps the most startling call for Syrian control of Lebanon came from the 
Maronite patriarch, Nasrallah Butrus Sfayr, who called in late 1986 for a 
“union merger” (wahda indimajiya) with Syria, particularly in economics and 
trade.7! 

These statements suggested a wide acknowledgment that the return of 
public order in Lebanon depended on the actions of the Syrian government. 
This made it easier for some of Asad’s enemies to accept his role in Lebanese 
affairs. But others continued to do their best to resist Asad. The Lebanese 


Lesser Syria’s Dominance, 1974-1988 125 


Forces, the coalition of Christian militias, accepted in late 1985 the need for a 
Syrian-imposed agreement in Lebanon but retained its long-held suspicions of 
Syrian motives. A spokesman demanded “that the agreement’s prelude be 
amended to emphasize that Lebanon is a UN member and that it abides by the 
UN Charter and the armistice agreement in the south. In this way Lebanon 
... will not lose its identity or fall under Syrian tutelage.”72 Implicit in this 
concern—as in the Alexandria Protocol more than forty years earlier—was the 
fear that Syria would absorb Lebanon. 


The Syrian Social Nationalist Party 


With the Asad government’s adoption of Pan-Syrianism, the Ba‘th and the 
SSNP cooperated as never before. After decades of competition, they worked 
out a mutually beneficial accommodation, whereby the SSNP became a client 
of the Syrian state. 

This development may have had something to do with personal connec- 
tions as well as ideological compatibility. The Makhlufs, the family of Hafiz al- 
Asad’s wife Anisa, had a history of involvement with the SSNP. One of Anisa’s 
relatives, Imad Muhammad Khayr Bey, was a senior SSNP official until his 
death in 1980. Rumor in Syria portrayed Anisa as sympathetic to the party and 
that she influenced Asad not just to cooperate with the SSNP but also to look 
favorably on Greater Syria schemes. 

Not all elements in the SSNP accepted Syrian patronage, leading to a series 
of schisms that left the party split into several factions: Maoist, rightist (led by 
George “Abd al-Masih), pro-Syrian, and pro-Libyan. In‘am Ra‘d headed the 
pro-Syrian faction for some years; then, under pressure from Damascus, ‘Isam 
al-Mahayiri succeeded him in July 1984. Ra‘d took his followers with him and 
established the pro-Libyan wing of the party. 

Mahayiri, the scion of a prominent Damascus family and a lawyer, was the 
party’s first Syrian-born and Muslim leader. He showed exceptional willing- 
ness to do Asad’s bidding. Ra‘d had been docile enough to let himself be trotted 
out for foreign visitors (such as Jesse Jackson when he visited Syria in January 
1984), but Mahayiri proved even more submissive, traveling regularly to 
Damascus for consultations and directions. He was thought to take orders 
from the head of Syrian intelligence in Lebanon, Ghazi Kan‘an, and sometimes 
from Hafiz al-Asad himself. The Israeli defense minister, Yitzhaq Rabin, char- 
acterized the SSNP in 1985 as “entirely under the control of Syrian intelli- 
gence.”73 Mahayiri was an honorary member of the Ba‘th party and a “most 
welcome” visitor to Damascus.74 He much understated the case when he 
observed that “our relations with the Syrian regime [and] the Ba‘th Party... 
are good and are developing.”75 

Syrian help brought money and arms to the SSNP militia and permitted it 
to become a small but significant actor in the Lebanese civil war. The party 
opened offices and bases in the Syrian-controlled parts of Lebanon. One esti- 
mate put SSNP strength in 1975 at three thousand troops, a sizable number for 
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Lebanon. The party stored away impressive arsenals and established a naval 
unit. Also, the party controlled a portion of territory south of Tripoli, 
Lebanon. The party’s clear hierarchy and strict discipline increased its effec- 
tiveness, leading one on-the-spot observer to call its militia “the strongest 
fighting unit” of the antigovernment forces and, following Al-Fat’h, the Chris- 
tians’ “most important opponent.”76 Though this is an exaggeration, the SSNP 
forces did gain in importance following the PLO’s 1982 evacuation from 
Lebanon. 

Syrian troops in Lebanon looked out for the interests of the SSNP; thus, 
they on one occasion arrested five members of Hizbullah on the charge of 
assassinating an SSNP official. According to the Phalangists, Syrian instructors 
ran a military training camp in Didda, Lebanon, for the SSNP. According to 
Hizbullah, the two staged joint military activities. According to Israeli intelli- 
gence, Syrian forces allowed the SSNP unusually free movement in Lebanon— 
all signs of close ties. 

In addition to military help, alliance with Damascus permitted the SSNP to 
use state media to promote the Greater Syria message. This is what happened 
when Shawgi Khayrallah was engaged as a Syrian publicist. Khayrallah had 
been an editor of the SSNP magazine in 1945, and he conceived of the 1961 
coup in Lebanon; in a word, Khayrallah personified Pan-Syrian ideology. In 
1976, he began writing editorials for the state-run Syrian radio and news- 
papers promoting the concept of Greater Syria. He did not mince words, on 
one occasion calling for the integration of Lebanon “into a Levantine [mash- 
raqi| Union, currently woven by Syria, Jordan, and [Palestine].””7 On another, 
identifying himself as a “unionist Lebanese,” he virtually begged Damascus for 
a “union with Lebanon.”78 

In return for this backing, the SSNP performed a number of services. It 
helped the Syrian cause by providing a friendly base for Syrian troops in its 
home area east of Beirut. Asad relied on his SSNP allies to undertake especially 
difficult operations in Lebanon. For example, he deployed SSNP troops against 
the Iranian-backed Hizbullah in June 1986. To ensure a favorable outcome, 
Syrian troops took up nearby positions and intervened when the SSNP needed 
help. 

The party was also the only Lebanese group to look beyond the Israeli 
presence in Lebanon and call for strikes within Israel proper. Calling Zionism 
a “racist movement which seeks to destroy us completely as a nation,” the 
SSNP declared itself “in a state of continuous war against Israel regardless of 
any possible Israeli withdrawals from Lebanon or the land of Palestine.”79 To 
demonstrate its hostility, the party sent off an occasional volley of Katyushas 
in the direction of Israeli forces. In July 1986, it joined with the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine in a sea-based attack on Israel. 

Most importantly, the SSNP engaged in vital acts of terrorism. Ehud Ya’ari 
(who called the SSNP “the oldest terrorist organization in existence”) saw the 
party as “Syria’s most reliable instrument of terror [which] is employed for 
particularly sensitive and dangerous operations that are beyond the 
capabilities of the Palestinian terror groups headquartered in Damascus.”8° 
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Under the aegis of Asad Khardan, the party’s “commissioner for security,” 
suicide attacks proliferated. Indeed, a spokesman claimed that about one hun- 
dred young men and women had offered their services as suicide bombers and 
had even recorded video cassettes with their final testaments.1 

Thus, the man arrested for killing President-elect Bashir Jumayyil in Sep- 
tember 1982, Habib ash-Shartuni, was a member of the SSNP. The group that 
claimed to have bombed the U.S. Marine barracks in October 1983 pro- 
claimed its support for Greater Syria, making it likely that the SSNP had some 
role in this blast.82 The U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation calculated that the 
organization undertook seven car bombings in Lebanon in 1985 and early 
1986, killing 105 persons and injuring 378.83 The SSNP claimed responsibility 
for eight of the eighteen suicide bombings directed against Israel in southern 
Lebanon between March and November 1985. These attacks not only contrib- 
uted to the Israeli decision to quit Lebanon, but they had an important role in 
Lebanese politics: by showing that the Syrian government could match the 
ferocity of Shi‘i fundamentalist attacks on Israel, they added to Damascus’s 
stature. 

The importance that Asad attached to suicide attacks was clear from the 
attention he paid them. He personally endorsed suicide efforts ina May 1985 
speech. 


I have believed in the greatness of martyrdom and the importance of self- 
sacrifice since my youth. My feeling and conviction was that the heavy burden 
on our people and nation . . . could be removed and uprooted only through 
self-sacrifice and martyrdom. . . . Such attacks can inflict heavy losses on the 
enemy. They guarantee results, in terms of scoring a direct hit, spreading 
terror among enemy ranks, raising people’s morale, and enhancing citizens’ 
awareness of the importance of the spirit of martyrdom. Thus, waves of 
popular martyrdom will follow successively and the enemy will not be able to 
endure them .. . I hope that my life will end only with martyrdom. ... My 
conviction in martyrdom is neither incidental nor temporary. The years have 
entrenched this conviction.”84 


With such sponsorship at the top, a cult of the SSNP suicides was perhaps 
inevitable: 


Schools, streets, squares, and public institutions throughout Syria are named 
after the suicide bombers, and the country’s most popular singer, Marcel 
Khalifa, has recently monopolized the top spot in the hit parade with his 
anthem to the suicides. Video cassettes of the bombers’ “wills” are available at 
sidewalk kiosks, and sales are consistently brisk.85 


Interestingly—and consistent with SSNP ideology—some of the SSNP sui- 
cides came from Syria. When asked why he joined a Lebanese movement, one 
of the bombers answered, “Is there a difference between Lebanon and 
Syria?”86 Conversely, a sixteen-year-old Lebanese girl who attacked an Israeli 
convoy in April 1985 with a booby-trapped car, killing herself and two Israeli 
soldiers, previously had made a videotape in which she sent greetings to “all 
the strugglers in my nation, headed by the leader of the liberation and stead- 
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fastness march, Lt. General Hafiz al-Asad.”87 She too saw Lebanon as part of 
Syria. Pointing to the SSNP as “responsible for staging spectacular attacks and 
suicide actions,”88 Israel retaliated by destroying the SSNP headquarters in 
Shtura, killing somewhere between two and fifty party members. 

The party engaged in especially delicate foreign operations. May Ilyas 
Mansur, an SSNP member, set off a bomb on a TWA airliner in April 1986 
that killed four passengers. This operation was apparently connected to the 
attempt by Nizar al-Hindawi, also in April 1986, to place a bomb on an El Al 
plane leaving London. Three SSNP members attempted to smuggle explosives 
from Canada into the United States in October 1987; it was only because an 
alert policeman in a small Vermont town noticed something amiss that they 
were caught.89 

The SSNP appeared also to provide services for Asad’s ally, Mu‘ammar al- 
Qadhdhafi. A member of the party shot the top Libyan diplomat in Lebanon, 
“Abd al-Qadir Ghuka, in June 1983. He later told police that the Syrian secret 
service hired him for the attack at the behest of Qadhdhafi, who thought 
Ghuka intended to defect. Libyan money increased substantially in 1986; 
Qadhdhafi apparently hoped to use the party as Asad did, to shield him from 
direct responsibility for terrorist activities. This alliance became public in 
October 1987, when the SSNP announced that two-hundred and fifty of its 
members had signed up to fight for at least six months in Qadhdhafi’s war 
against Chad. Libyan money and training were implicit conditions of this deal. 

For its part, the SSNP was naturally delighted by the Syrian regime’s turn to 
Pan-Syrianism; after decades of tension with Damascus, it finally found an ally 
there in a leader committed to Pan-Syrian ideology. The SSNP leadership 
praised “Syria’s brotherly role and heavy sacrifices”? and concluded that 
Asad genuinely aspired to a Greater Syrian union. Obstacles that prevented the 
SSNP from getting close to King ‘Abdallah were absent with Asad, for Asad’s 
antimonarchical and anti-Western outlook brought him much closer to the 
SSNP ideology. But Asad also presented a far more formidable challenge to the 
party than did “Abdallah. 

In one sense, the SSNP in the 1980s became stronger than ever before. No 
longer did it have to hide and plot clandestine coups. Instead, it enjoyed the 
patronage of one of the most powerful Middle East states and found freedom 
to maneuver in Lebanon’s anarchy. Syrian help transformed the party from a 
moribund relic to a dynamic force. David Roberts notes that “the latest infor- 
mation from Lebanon and Syria suggests that the party has if anything 
increased its influence.”9! Ehud Ya’ari writes that “men who had been forgot- 
ten since the 1940s or 1950s have recently reappeared in the role of mentors, 
political mummies come back to life. Slogans that had long faded or peeled off 
walls have been restored with fresh paint, and the aura of action that sur- 
rounds the SSNP is once again attracting young people to the symbol of the red 
hurricane.” 2 The party also tapped new sources of members, including Shi‘is, 
Druzes, and Sunnis; most important, it found support among younger Chris- 
tians, including even some Maronites. 

At the same time, the long-term implications of alliance with Syria 
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appeared ominous for the SSNP; Asad’s support had a steep price. He sought 
to bring the party under Damascus’s control and make it a shell for Syrian 
agents and an instrument of Syrian policy. The potential danger was clear; by 
agreeing to work so closely with Syria’s rulers, the party forfeited the strength 
that made it an important force over the decades—its visionary politics and 
fierce independence. Asad’s success in dictating terms restricted the SSNP’s 
capacity for autonomous action. If money and arms from Damascus allowed 
the SSNP to flourish temporarily, absorption by a police state rendered its 
future bleak. Alliance with Damascus contained the likely seeds of the SSNP’s 
demise. 

Perhaps aware of this, the anti-Syrian wing of the SSNP deposed ‘Isam al- 
Mahayiri as party leader in January 1987. In a coup marked by SSNP factions 
shooting at each other near the party headquarters in West Beirut, Jubran 
Juraysh replaced Mahayiri and threatened to try him before the SSNP Higher 
Council. The revolt seems to have been specifically provoked by a Syrian effort 
to use the SSNP to fight its many enemies in Lebanon—Hizbullah, the Druze, 
the Palestinians, and the Sunnis. But Mahayiri called on his Syrian patrons and 
reestablished his position in September 1987. Despite this limited reassertion 
of the party’s independence, its influence appears to lie mostly in the past. 


Palestine 
Words 


The claim to Palestine had two parts. It began with a rejection of the PLO’s 
right to lead the Arabs to Palestine. Asad broached an argument in 1976 that 
he used often thereafter: the PLO no longer acted in the best interests of the 
Palestinian people. 

The Syrian government ascribed PLO failure to a variety of problems: loss 
of purpose (“I cannot imagine what the connection is between the fighting of 
Palestinians in the highest mountains of Lebanon and the liberation of Pal- 
estine”),°3 treachery (““Arafat acceded to becoming a U.S. tool against Pal- 
estine and Palestinian rights”),94 and cowardice (““Arafat and his supporters 
actually wanted to leave Beirut on the first days of the [1982] war. We told 
them we were against their departure and advised them to stay and resist”).?5 
Echoing Israelis, the Syrian government declared that “Arafat represents only 
himself.” As a result of its misbehavior, the argument went, the PLO for- 
feited its right to lead the Palestinian cause or to claim Palestine. 

The second part of the argument asserted why Syria—rather than Jordan, 
Egypt, or some other state—deserved to inherit the PLO role. The Asad gov- 
ernment offered three complementary reasons to support this claim: devotion 
to Palestine, correct strategy, and geographic ties. 

First, as the self-proclaimed “heart, mind, shield, and sword” of Palestine 
and “the main state of confrontation,”?” Syria was the natural leader of the 
struggle against Israel. Damascus Radio waxed poetic on this subject, calling 
Syria “the defender of the Palestinian issue, the shelter of the Palestinian revo- 
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lution, the refuge of the Palestinian strugglers, the lungs with which the 
Palestinian resistance breathes, and the arena which lovingly opens its doors, 
heart, and capabilities to the sons of the Palestinian people.”98 It concluded 
that “Syria will do everything possible to protect its self-defense, because to a 
great extent its self-defense embodies the entire Arab defense.” 99 

Past, present, and anticipated sacrifices entitled Syria to a decisive role. 
“Abd al-Halim Khaddam, the deputy prime minister and foreign minister, 
argued in May 1983 that “Syria is more Palestinian than some of those who try 
to cast doubt on Syria’s position.” 109 Asad asked in January 1985: “How can 
the Palestine question not be ours, even though we are placing all of this 
country’s human, military, economic, and political resources at the service of 
this question?” 

Second, alone of the front-line states, Syria had the right strategy. 
Damascus remained resolute, even as other states one by one betrayed Pal- 
estine by accepting Israel’s existence. Indeed, Asad took credit for preventing 
the PLO from appeasing Israel: “Had it not been for Syria, the PLO would 
have agreed to the Camp David plan.” 191 

Third, and most importantly, Syrian leaders claimed Palestine as a geo- 
graphic part of Syria. Hafiz al-Asad liked to startle Western visitors by telling 
them that “Jesus Christ was a Syrian Jew.”102 In a major speech in March 
1974, Asad relaunched the “Palestine is Southern Syria” campaign. He stated 
that “Palestine is not only a part of the Arab nation, but a principal part of 
Southern Syria. ... Palestine should remain a liberated part of our Arab 
homeland and of our Syrian Arab region.”193 (Jordan was clearly the less 
principal part.) This view was reaffirmed many times. A Ba‘th Party official 
stated in May 1978 that “the Syrian citizen considers Palestine as Southern 
Syria [and] the Palestinian citizen considers Syria as Northern Palestine. Both 
of them believe that Palestine and Syria are part of one homeland. The false 
borders established by the Sykes-Picot agreement . . . are no longer acceptable. 
Therefore the question of Palestine is strictly a Syrian issue and [only secondly] 
an Arab security issue.” 104 

In March 1980, the Syrian prime minister declared in an interview that “to 
Syria, the Palestine question is not just the issue of a fraternal people but a 
Syrian issue.”105 Asad stated in April 1980, “Palestine is ours and Jerusalem is 
ours.”196 Damascus Radio announced in June 1980 that “Syria views 
Palestine—according to historic, cultural, and geographic factors—as its own 
southern province.” 107 A Ba‘th Party official noted on Evacuation Day (which 
commemorates the French departure) in April 1983 that Syria “considers its 
true national day, the actual evacuation day, the day when the whole of 
Palestine is liberated from the desecration of Zionist occupation... . The real 
day is the day when the foreign Zionist colonialists depart from Southern 
Syria, from Palestine.” 198 

On the basis of these three claims, the Syrian government asserted its 
foremost role deciding Arab policy with regard to Palestine. When Henry 
Kissinger, the American secretary of state, visited Damascus in February 1974, 
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Khaddam “could not forgo the opportunity to explain that historically Pal- 
estine had been part of Syria.”199 Shawqi Khayrallah, the SSNP figure, argued 
for the Syrian government that the return of the Palestinians must “be based on 
an understanding that Palestine is Southern Syria.”1!9 The Syrian prime minis- 
ter, “Abd ar-Ra’uf al-Kasm, asserted in January 1981 that “the Palestinian 
problem cannot be solved without those to whom the issue actually belongs: 
the Palestinians, together with the Syrians.”!1! According to Jordanian 
sources, in July 1980, the Syrian foreign minister insisted that his government 
be included, along with Jordan and the PLO, on a committee dealing with the 
affairs of the “occupied homeland” in Palestine.!12 

Asad told a PLO meeting in April 1981, “Syria wants Palestine as much as 
it wants the Golan... . We want Palestine first and the Golan second.”!13 In 
August 1982, a newspaper columnist called for a “total merger” of the PLO 
with Syria on the grounds that this would set the Arabs on “the unique path 
leading to the liberation of Palestine.” He then referred to Palestine being 
Southern Syria as an “eternal fact.”114 Syria’s foreign minister vowed to a 
Saudi audience in May 1983: “We cannot forget the Golan because for us it is 
like any part of Palestine.”115 In a bellicose speech of February 1986, Asad 
warned the Israelis that if they tried to annex the Golan Heights, “we will 
work to put the Golan in the middle of Syria and not on its borders.” 116 

Most revealing were Syrian leaders’ private conversations with other 
Arabs. In a meeting with the PLO in 1976, Asad referred to Palestine as 
Southern Syria and announced, according to Kamal Junbalat: 


You do not represent Palestine as much as we do. Do not forget one thing: 
there is no Palestinian people, no Palestinian entity, there is only Syria! You 
are an integral part of the Syrian people and Palestine is an integral part of 
Syria. Therefore it is we, the Syrian authorities, who are the real representa- 
tives of the Palestinian people.!!7 


King Hasan of Morocco reported how Hafiz al-Asad in 1983 told a 
Moroccan delegation that he well understood the Moroccan annexation of the 
Western Sahara (an act rejected by most Arab leaders), “because Syria [too] 
was cut into pieces, and the real Syria is Greater Syria.” A few months later, 
King Hasan reported, at the Rabat Islamic Conference of January 1984, Syrian 
foreign minister Khaddam announced that, “With regard the issue of Palestine 

. we have less freedom than the Palestinians themselves. There is not a 
young person, a child, a Syrian child in primary school, or a young Syrian at 
the university who does not dream of the great Umayyad state [when 
Damascus ruled a vast empire from India to Spain].” King Hasan described 
taking Khaddam aside and asking him, “What is this thing you have said and 
what is this hotheadedness?” Khaddam answered forthrightly: 


No, this is neither hotheadedness nor anything else. You have to know, Your 
Majesty, that the issue of the Umayyad state for us is [like] the issue of Sahara 
for you... . The sole interlocutor [for Palestine] is Syria. If the territories are 
returned, they will return to the Great Umayyad state. 
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Hasan summarized the Syrian viewpoint: “The territories which are occupied 
[by Israel] are not, according to Syria, to return to [those who live in] Gaza or 
the Golan or the West Bank, but all the occupied territories have to return to 
Syria.” In short, Hasan explained, the Syrians believe that “ ‘the sole interlocu- 
tor is me, Syria’; if the territories are returned, they will return to the great 
Umayyad state.”118 The testimonies of Junbalat and Hasan provide valuable 
insights into the mentality of the Syrian leadership. 

In addition, scholars also forwarded claims to Palestine. A major study 
about the Arabs under Ottoman rule published in Damascus in 1974 labeled a 
map of the region from the north of Lebanon to the southern end of the Dead 
Sea “the country of Southern Syria.”!19 A 1982 book titled Syria and the 
Palestine Case, 1920-1949 provided many examples of this approach: 


From the Umayyad and “Abbasid eras [i.e., since A.D. 681], Palestine has been 
a part of Syria, or Sham, and it remained so for long years, through Ottoman 
control [i.e., until 1918]... . 


Palestine was mentioned [by the Arab geographers) only as part of Syria or 
Bilad ash-Sham. . . . It is part of the Syrian soil and was never separated from 
Syria through its long history... . 


Syria comprised a geographic region larger than the political and geo- 
graphic region known today as Syria. It included all of Lebanon, Jordan, 
Palestine, parts of southern Turkey, and the province of Alexandretta. It was 
a compact and integral unity, a single family within clear, marked bounda- 
ries... . 


The artificial entities [after World War I] were wholly consumed in solving 
internal problems, to the point that they disregarded the natural and essential 
goal of reestablishing the unity of Bilad ash-Sham. .. . 

Bilad ash-Sham is a geographic, cultural, and economic unit. Its land is 
one, as are its hopes and agonies. Its people are related, their blood racially 
inter-connected. Palestine is a beloved part of this land and Palestinians are 
dear to Syrians... . 


There is no favoring Damascus or Jerusalem, Aleppo or Hebron; they are 
all part of Bilad ash-Sham.'2° 


The book repeatedly referred to Palestine as Southern Syria and equated the 
Republic of Syria with Northern Syria. Existing borders between the states of 
Greater Syria were dubbed “imaginary and artificial.” !2! 


Deeds 


This barrage of words was supported by major efforts by Damascus to control 
the weak and fractured Palestinian organizations. Although the Syrian plan of 
attack versus Israel changed several times—from a war of “popular libera- 
tion” in the 1960s to “strategic balance” in the 1980s—it always implied 
Syrian domination of the Palestinians. In particular, Damascus did everything 
possible to foil Palestinian acceptance of a mini-state on the West Bank. The 
reason was obvious; such a polity, surrounded by Jordan and Israel, would be 
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beyond Syria’s reach and almost impossible for it to dominate. The more the 
PLO showed interest in a West Bank solution, the greater the antagonism 
between it and the Syrian regime. 

Initially, when the PLO was founded in 1964 by Jamal “Abd an-Nasir, it 
amounted to no more than his Palestinian auxiliary. Not wanting to be left 
behind, Syrian leaders responded by aiding a rival organization, Yasir “Arafat’s 
Al-Fat’h. Syrian support increased in 1966 after radical Ba‘thists came to pow- 
er in Damascus. When “Arafat succeeded in finding support from Egypt—thus 
reducing Syrian influence over Fat’>h—Damascus countered by establishing a 
counter-Fat’h organization and helping the Palestine Liberation Front, led by 
Ahmad Jibril, a former engineering officer in the Syrian army. Jibril’s organiza- 
tion was briefly (December 1967—October 1968) part of the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine, before going its own way again as the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine—General Command (PFLP-GC). It con- 
tinued to work closely with the Syrian government. 

Ostensibly the conventional military wing of the PLO, the Palestine Libera- 
tion Army (PLA) came under Syrian influence after its establishment in 1964. 
The PLA’s three brigades have actually been directly controlled by Arab gov- 
ernments. The Syrian Ministry of Defense ran the Hittin Brigade from 1964 
(and used it to invade Jordan in 1970). The Qadisiya Brigade began as an Iraqi 
tool and passed under Syrian control in 1971. (The ‘Ayn Jalut Brigade has 
always been under Egyptian control.) The full extent of Syrian control over its 
two PLA brigades became apparent in 1975—76, when, exactly in step with the 
Syrian government, they switched sides in the Lebanese civil war. 

When Syrian forces first became directly involved in Lebanon in January 
1976, they wore PLA unforms. The camouflage fooled no one. Kamil Sham‘un, 
Lebanese minister of the interior, declared that “forces of the Syrian Army 
have entered Lebanese soil.” When asked why he had referred to the PLA as 
the Syrian Army, Sham‘un explained: 


It is very hard to differentiate between the Syrian Army and those military 
formations which are commanded by a number of Syrian officers and in 
whose ranks an additional number of Syrian officers fight unofficially. Let us 
not forget that all of the equipment and military supplies are given by Syria. 
... It is perhaps less official than the aggression by the Syrian Army, but the 
result is exactly the same.122 


Even Lebanese politicians friendly to Syria, such as Rashid Karami, consis- 
tently referred to PLA troops as Syrian, not Palestinian. The deception wore so 
thin that by July of that year Asad gave it up and instead boasted of his 
cleverness: “We decided to go in under the name of the PLA. The PLA began to 
go into Lebanon, and nobody knew of this. Those who are speaking now in the 
name of Palestine [i.e., “Arafat]. . . did not know of the army until it was inside 
Lebanese territory. We did not consult them.”123 

But the Vanguards of the Popular War of Liberation (Tala’i' Harb at-Tahrir 
ash-Sha‘biya), better known as As-Sa‘iqa, served as Damascus’s main Palesti- 
nian vehicle. A classified 1979 report by the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) 
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dubbed Sa‘iga “a Trojan horse maneuvering for Syria within the Palestinian 
movement,” and noted that its aims “at any given moment are identical with 
those of Syria. ... All [Sa‘igqa’s] exploits in the Middle East and Western 
Europe were authorized, and perhaps planned, by the Syrian Army G-2 
{intelligence].” 124 

Sa‘iqa was established in September 1966 to amalgamate the Palestinian 
organizations sponsored by Syria. It soon became the second largest group in 
the PLO, with five thousand men by late 1968. When Asad took power, he 
purged Sa‘iga and imposed direct control over it by appointing his ally Zuhayr 
Muhsin, a long-term member of the Syrian Ba‘th Party, to run Sa‘iqa. Muhsin, 
who headed it from 1970 until his assassination in 1979, was described in the 
DIA study as “completely subservient to the Syrian government . . . a tool of 
Syrian policy.”125 In addition, members of the Syrian Ba‘th Party (which had 
already acquired Pan-Syrian overtones) staffed most of the key positions in 
Sa‘iqa. Further, the organization was reorganized in 1976 in ways designed to 
increase Ba‘th party control over it. 

Needless to say, the Syrian government footed the whole of Sa‘iqa’s 
expenses. Further, the Syrian army provided nearly all of its equipment, while 
the hierarchical structure reflected close ties with the army. Many of Sa‘iqa’s 
troops were Syrian citizens who signed up after finishing a regular tour of duty 
in the Syrian armed forces. Indeed, Syrians made up about 50 percent of the 
soldiers and 75 percent of the officers. Other members were Palestinians who 
grew up in Syria (and who in this way discharged their Syrian military obliga- 
tions). Some of Sa‘iqa’s training took place at the Political Officers’ Training 
School; Syrian army instructors taught them guerrilla tactics, codes, and how 
to handle antiaircraft equipment. After the 1967 war, two large army bases 
near Damascus controlled by the Syrian General Staff were made available for 
training Palestinian saboteurs. 

Sa‘iqa served Asad as an instrument to gain control over his two primary 
targets, the PLO and Lebanon. With regard to the PLO, Asad sought to make 
Sa‘iqa the decisive group within that organization. In March 1975, he pro- 
posed “to establish a single Syrian-Palestinian political leadership [and] mili- 
tary command”;!26 ‘Arafat refused, rightly seeing this as an attempt by Asad to 
dominate the PLO. He turned down a similar offer in 1982. Asad sent troops 
against the PLO in Lebanon in 1976 to this same end. On several occasions, 
Asad tried to replace Yasir “Arafat as head of the PLO with Zuhayr Muhsin. 
On one occasion, in April 1976, “Arafat wrote of Syrian efforts to “liquidate 
the PLO and to set up Zuheir Mohsin ... as leader of the [Palestinian] 
resistance.” !27 

Asad also used Sa‘iqa to dominate Lebanon. Its forces did his dirty work in 
May 1969, attacking customs houses and security posts. They attacked 
Lebanese army positions in April 1973. In March 1976, Lebanese president 
Sulayman Faranjiya requested Syrian protection; rather than overtly deploy 
Syrian army troops around the presidential palace (which would have dis- 
turbed Lebanese sensibilities), Syrian soldiers donned Sa‘iqa uniforms and pre- 
tended to be Palestinians. A month later, when several thousand troops entered 
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Lebanon from Syria, Kamal Junbalat condemned the Syrian army for entering 
“under the veil of Sa‘iqa.”128 

The total obedience of the PFLP-GC, the PLA brigades, and Sa‘iga to the 
Syrian government became apparent in May 1976, when these organizations 
fought with Syria against “Arafat’s PLO. The PLA had an especially prominent 
role; in effect, the uniformed military of the PLO was at war with the rest of 
the organization. 

Damascus’s efforts to arrogate the claim to Palestine for itself mostly took 
rhetorical and military forms. But in at least one case, it also had a legal form. 
A Syrian decree issued in October 1984 specified that the provisions allowing 
Syrian nationals to pay a cash substitute for military service also “shall be 
applied to Palestinian Arabs who, under the laws in force, are considered as 
Syrians.” The laws in force permitted the cash substitute only to eligible men 
living outside Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq. This meant that a Palestinian 
living in Jordan was legally liable to serve in the Syrian armed forces unless he 
paid his way out.!29 

Palestinian leaders dependent on Syria had to endorse Pan-Syrianism. The 
communiqué of the Conference of Palestinian Engineers, meeting in Damascus 
in 1974, “noted with honor and pride the statement of President Asad that 
Palestine is the southern part of Syria.”13° Zuhayr Muhsin, leader of Sa‘iqa, 
agreed without reservation: “There are no differences between Jordanians, 
Palestinians, Syrians and Lebanese. . . . We are one people. Only for political 
reasons do we underline our Palestinian identity. ... Yes, the existence of a 
separate Palestinian identity is there only for tactical reasons.”!3! It is note- 
worthy that the Sa‘iqa organization did not mention Palestine in its name; it 
argued that Palestine should not be independent but part of a larger Arab unit 
led by Syria. The Palestinian radio station in Damascus announced in June 
1983 that Syria and Palestine shared the same destiny because they were both 
part of Greater Syria, the one being Northern Syria, the other Southern 
Syria, 132 

Most explicit and remarkable, however, were the statements by Sabri 
Khalil al-Banna, known as Abu Nidal, the extremist Palestinian leader who 
depended heavily on Syrian support. Although ostensibly a Palestinian 
nationalist, Abu Nidal repeatedly made Pan-Syrian statements. To take just 
two of them: “Palestine belongs to Syria. Like Lebanon, it will be part and 
parcel of it,” and, “In the future, after its liberation, Palestine will be an 
integral part of Syria.”133 Abu Nidal explained his reasoning: 


I am an ardent believer in the Greater Syrian state. ... We [Palestinians] 
are Syrian citizens. For us, Syria is the mother nation, it is history, society, 
community, geography. Until recently, half of Lebanon was a region of Syria. 
As you see, we are true Syrian citizens. I myself have Syrian parents.'34 
... Greater Syria consists of Palestine, Iraq, Jordan, and Syria. A state like 
Jordan did not exist in Arab history prior to the twenties. Geographically seen, 
Greater Syria covers the territory from the Turkish border in the north to the 
whole of Palestine in the south.135 
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So great was Syrian pressure that even PLO leaders not living on money 
from Damascus sometimes proclaimed Pan-Syrian views that they could not 
possibly have held. Hani al-Hasan, an aide to Yasir ‘Arafat, attributed a 
momentary improvement in Syrian-PLO relations in mid-1977 “to historic 
relationships between the Syrian group of nations, of which Palestine is the 
southern part.” 136 In July 1980, three deported West Bank figures arriving in 
Syria declared that “Syria and Palestine form one state with one people.” 137 

It is extremely unlikely that these views expressed Muhsin’s, Banna’s, or 
the others’ true feelings; it is all the more impressive, then, that the Syrian 
authorities succeed in making these men support their ambitions. In large part, 
they did so by using intimidation. 


Struggle 


Not surprisingly, Syrian efforts to dominate the PLO led to constant tension 
between the two sides. Much of the time, Syrian conflict with the PLO was 
conducted in code. The PLO asserted its right to “independent decision mak- 
ing” on the basis of its national autonomy; the Syrians denied it on the basis of 
Arab or Syrian national rights. In fact, they were arguing over the PLO’s right 
to act contrary to Syrian wishes. Thus, Khalil al-Wazir, a leading PLO official, 
stated in August 1985 that “the Syrian regime wants to seize the independent 
Palestinian decision making power. This is Syria’s main obsession, because we 
refuse to be under its control and hegemony and because we say no to it.”138 
Asad replied in code as well, accusing the PLO of “concocting a plot through 
the slogan of independent Palestinian decision making.” 139 “Amid Khuli, editor 
of Tishrin, drew out the implications of this debate when he threatened to 
“amputate the fingers of whoever exercises decision making contrary to [the 
Syrian] course. We will not tolerate freedom to commit treason or to sell out 
the cause. Palestine is Southern Syria.” 140 

Occasionally, the two sides blurted out what was really on their minds. 
“Arafat said that Damascus “stabbed the Palestinian revolution in the back, 
tried to confiscate its arms and offices, and is trying to confiscate the revolu- 
tion itself.”!41 Farug Qaddumi, the PLO “foreign minister,” put it even more 
bluntly: the Syrian aim was “to take over the PLO.”!42 Already in 1975, the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine held that the Syrian objective 
was “to expunge the identity of the Palestinian people.”!43 During a 1981 
undercover war between Syria and the PLO in Austria, a PLO official candidly 
admitted that “Syria would love to see Israel wipe out the PLO. If only the 
political shell of the PLO remains, they will be able to fill it with their own 
men.” !44 “Arafat assessed the Syrian challenge to his control of the PLO two 
years later in a similar way: “All this is geared toward one thing: controlling 
the PLO and the Palestinian revolution.” 145 In 1989, a PLO radio commentary 
put it very bluntly: “The Syrian president believes that Palestine is a territory 
owned by him, that he has created it.” 14¢ 

The Syrian government replied in kind, calling “Arafat a “traitor,” an 
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“agent of Satan,” and a “prostitute.”!47 Wrapping itself in the Palestinian 
separatist flag, it accused ‘Arafat of being “a U.S. tool against Palestine and 
Palestinian rights” !48 and planning “to blow up the PLO from within.” 149 The 
breach also publicly exposed the threats normally made only in private. ‘Asim 
Qansuh, head of the Syrian-dominated Ba‘th Party in Lebanon, called for the 
“complete liquidation of all ‘Arafatists.”!5° Noting these tensions, Simon Mal- 
ley, a French sympathizer of the PLO, wrote in October 1982 that every 
Palestinian not in Syrian pay “considers the ‘Alawi government of Syria his 
worst enemy.” 151 (Conversely, according to Defense Minister Yitzhaq Rabin 
of Israel, “the Syrians view the PLO as their No. 1 enemy, before Israel.”)152 

The Syrian government often manhandled Palestinian leaders who defied 
its wishes. When a 1966 effort to subject Fath to Syrian control failed, Asad 
had ‘Arafat and other Fat’h leaders arrested. Though spared the death penalty, 
they spent more than one month in a Syrian prison. George Habash was jailed 
for more than seven months in 1968. Soon after coming to power, Asad had 
many of Sa‘iqa’s leaders arrested and brought the organization under the Syr- 
ian army’s control. ‘Arafat was hustled to the Damascus airport and forcibly 
put on a plane in 1983. Salah Khalaf of the PLO announced in October 1988 
that four thousand Palestinians at that time were detained in “Syria’s oppres- 
sive prisons.” 153 

Syrian forces attacked ‘Arafat’s wing of the PLO on many occasions. The 
desire to reduce the PLO’s stature was a principal reason for the Syrian in- 
vasion of Lebanon in 1976, as well as for all the subsequent interventions. 
Black June targeted “Arafat during the summer of 1981 to bring the PLO under 
Syria’s thumb. With greater success, Asad caused a split in Fat’h in May 1983 
and dominated the anti-“Arafat faction that emerged in 1985 as the Palestinian 
National Salvation Front (PNSF)—based in Damascus, of course. With Libyan 
help, Syria eliminated the last independent PLO bases in Lebanon in late 1983. 
Starting in 1985, Syrian-backed Shi‘i forces in Beirut repeatedly battered 
the PLO. 

Abu Nidal and the PNSF assassinated a number of “Arafat’s men in Europe, 
including Na‘im Khadir in Brussels, Majid Abu Sharar in Rome, and ‘Isam 
Sartawi in Lisbon. A Palestinian with close ties to “Arafat who edited an anti- 
Syrian weekly in Athens was shot three times from a yard away as he left his 
apartment building in September 1985. Two Palestinian groups based in 
Damascus claimed responsibility for the March 1986 assassination of Zafir al- 
Masri, the newly appointed mayor of Nablus; in the West Bank itself, how- 
ever, many residents directly accused Syrian operatives of the crime. The 
shooting of a former mayor of Hebron and current member of the PLO Execu- 
tive Committee, Fahd al-Qawasma, prompted bitter comments from “Arafat. 
Addressing the dead man at his burial, he said: “The Zionists in the occupied 
territories tried to kill you, and when they failed, they deported you. How- 
ever, the Arab Zionists represented by the rulers of Damascus thought this 
was insufficient, so you fell as a martyr.”154 A PLO radio broadcast de- 
scribed Asad’s policy as one designed “to kill us as Palestinians.” 155 One of 
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“Arafat’s aides echoed this sentiment when he argued that crimes committed by 
the Asad regime against the Palestinian people “surpassed those of the Israeli 
enemy.” 15¢ 


Jordan 


Syrian claims to Palestine extended also to Jordan. A Damascene daily 
reminded its readers in August 1985 that “from the viewpoint of history, 
geography, and struggle, Palestine is Southern Syria and Palestine is the two 
banks of the River Jordan.”157 Indeed, most of the Syrian discussion of Pal- 
estine as Southern Syria can be interpreted to include Jordan as well. 

Some claims specifically addressed Jordan. President Hafiz al-Asad used 
Greater Syria as a stick to beat King al-Husayn in March 1980. “Who divided 
our country? Who fragmented our nation? Who divided Arab Syria and paved 
the way for the occupation of Palestine and the establishment of Israel? [Arab] 
reactionaries did all this, in collaboration with colonialism. In the recent past, 
this Arab Syria extended from Sinai to the Taurus Mountains. Who divided 
this Syria? Where is this Syria now?” 158 In November 1980, at a time of acute 
tension between Syria and Jordan, Syrian radio presented the dispute as 
“between one Arab people in Syria and Jordan and King Husayn’s regime.” 159 

In March 1981, the Syrians rejected the very existence of an independent 
Jordan. Calling Jordan an “artificial entity,” one of the state-run Syrian papers 
argued that the territory Jordan controls “is the land of Syria, a part of natural 
Syria. History has never recognized the presence of an international, or even an 
administrative entity separate from Syria,” making the Jordanian monarchy 
“illegitimate.”16° Foreign Minister “Abd al-Halim Khaddam reminded an 
interviewer that “not long ago—and before the Sykes-Picot Agreement—the 
Jordanian people were always a part of us, and they will always remain so.” 161 

Over and over, Syrian officials talked about the lack of difference between 
Syria and Jordan. For example, Asad made the following remarks during a 
period of great stress with Jordan in late 1980: 


The Jordanian army is our army. It includes officers, NCOs and soldiers who 
are our brothers and sons, exactly like our soldiers and officers. We do not 
distinguish between the Syrian and the Jordanian soldier... . Our Jordanian 
soldier is exacly the same as our Syrian soldier. . . . The Jordanian army is our 
army; the Jordanian people are our people. When we attack the Jordanian 
citizens, we attack the Syrian people; when we attack the Jordanian Army, we 
attack the Syrian Army.162 


“Abd al-Halim Khaddam called the Jordanian monarchy an “alien” regime 
“which was imported from outside this country in order to be planted and to 
be a tool in the hands of the British and Americans.” To impugn Husayn’s 
legitimacy, Khaddam argued that the monarchy “remained alien to this 
nation” because “its heart and mind remained outside the boundaries of the 
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homeland.” 163 A newspaper editorial went further: “King al-Husayn’s regime 
has switched loyalties from British imperialism to the CIA.” 164 

Starting in early 1981, the Syrian government began a campaign calling for 
the overthrow of the Jordanian monarchy. It began obliquely; for example, an 
editorial on 18 February noted that disagreements between the two countries 
could not be overcome “except by putting an end to the agent instruments 
which foment sabotage campaigns and wallow in conspiracies.” 165 Three days 
later, a commentary described Husayn’s overthrow as “a pressing Pan-Arab 
responsibility.”16° In April 1981, the Syrian-backed Ba‘th Party of Jordan 
called on the masses to establish “a democratic, progressive” government in 
Amman that would cooperate with Damascus.'67 Then, a few days later, Asad 
made a remarkably candid speech explicitly calling for the elimination of 
Jordan. That country, he said, 


was primarily established to dismember Syria. We and Jordan are one coun- 
try, one people, and one thing. The British brought the grandfather of King 
Husayn, carved up a part of Syria for him and told him, “You are now prince 
of this piece of land... .” But have they been able to separate us from our 
people in Jordan? Certainly not. Our people in Jordan are a great, noble 
people. Nothing links them to that king. . . . The Jordanian people now have 
nothing to do with the decision made by the Jordanian regime. But the day 
will come, perhaps very soon, when the Jordanian people will regain their 
right to make decisions. . . . King Husayn will discover that we are one people 
and that his majesty was no more than a passing, dark and rainless cloud in 
our historic march.!68 


The Syrian government employed other methods of verbal attack on Jor- 
dan, asserting, for example, that the regime lacked the support “of even a 
minority of Jordan’s masses for the acts it committed.”169 Asad even had the 
temerity to claim that “the Jordanian rule has led to the treacherous murder of 
hundreds of people from all sectors of the Syrian population. . . . Such acts had 
been unknown to Syria in its entire history.” 170 

These statements in time of hostility provided the context for effusions 
when relations between Syria and Jordan were warm. On a visit to Jordan in 
June 1975, for example, Asad repeatedly asserted that “Syria and Jordan are 
one people and one country. We have been so in the past and we will, God 
willing, be so again in the future.”171 To anyone ignorant of Syrian intentions, 
this sounds like the standard (and therefore innocuous) rhetoric of Pan- 
Arabism; but to those familiar with Asad’s Pan-Syrian irredentism, it signaled 
his real purposes. Jordanian officials were, of course, aware of this goal; 
accordingly, they shied away from all Syrian proposals that would have made 
integration between the two countries irreversible. When relations were at 
their warmest in 1976, however, rumors spread of a joint Syrian-Jordanian 
confederation that would dominate Lebanon and the West Bank. 

Syria had many ways of pressuring Jordan. Backing the PLO, which threat- 
ened the Jordanian monarchy in the late 1960s, gave it one source of leverage. 
Direct military pressure offered another; in September 1970, Syrian armored 
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units participated in the PLO revolt against the Jordanian government. In 
November 1980, Asad mobilized thirty-five thousand soldiers near the border 
with Jordan. The next month, Syrian jets attacked suspected Muslim Brethren 
bases in central Jordan. Asad exerted great power over Jordan by helping 
antigovernment elements within the country and threatening to use his much 
larger military forces. 

Amman was subject to systematic use of terror by Damascus. Consider the 
following sequence. On 11 February 1985, King al-Husayn and Yasir ‘Arafat 
announced an agreement that the Syrian and Soviet governments strongly 
opposed. Eleven days later, four months of terrorist attacks began, including a 
bomb at the American Research Center in Amman; an explosion in an airliner 
of the Jordanian carrier, Alia; a hand-grenade attack on Alia offices in Athens; 
a rocket attack on the Jordanian embassy in Rome; a rocket attack on an Alia 
plane in Athens; an Alia plane hijacked in Beirut and blown up; a bomb attack 
on Alia offices in Madrid; and the assassination in Turkey of a Jordanian 
diplomat who also happened to be the brother-in-law of the Jordanian 
commander-in-chief. Syrian agents also attacked Jordanian diplomats in India 
and Lebanon. 

In response, a Jordanian radio commentary remarked that “the Damascus 
regime has set up special apparatuses for terrorism, assassination, and crime 
against those who oppose it in the Arab arena.”172 Jordanian radio had on an 
earlier occasion gone even farther: “The fascist sectarian regime in Syria is not 
satisfied with the slaughter of Syrian citizens domestically . . . but is creating 
armed terrorist groups whose aims are. . . to carry out its terrorist acts outside 
Syria and throughout the Arab arena.”173 

Asad’s ability to get his way with King al-Husayn was dramatically demon- 
strated in November 1985, when the king wrote an open letter apologizing for 
Jordan’s having harbored Syrian members of the Muslim Brethren. He also 
promised to throw them out of Jordan, which he did. Asad then rewarded 
Husayn with an invitation to Damascus, and this was quickly accepted. 


Alexandretta and General Claims 


Alexandretta continued to be shown on official Syrian maps as part of Syria. A 
Syrian general was quoted as pointing to this fact and then adding mean- 
ingfully: “Draw your own conclusions.”!74 The region was mentioned occa- 
sionally as one of the Syrian territories to be regained; it was also portrayed as 
Syrian in a wide variety of contexts, such as news and weather reports. In an 
annual ritual, the Syrian government renewed its claim to Alexandretta on the 
anniversary of its loss of the province. “Alawis made up about 12 percent of 
Alexandretta’s population; the combination of their discontent under Turkish 
rule and the coming to power of ‘Alawis in Damascus brought unrest to the 
province, much of it sponsored by Damascus. The troubles peaked in the late 
1970s, leading to virtual civil war between the government and the local Ba‘th 
Party, whose goal was to unite the province with Syria. A recent visitor noted a 
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graffito in a poor quarter of Alexandretta, “Save us, O Hafiz [al-Asad].”175 In 
preparation for the Mediterranean games of 1987, the Syrian government did 
succumb to Turkish pressure and printed a map showing Hatay within Tur- 
key, but this was a one-time exception probably designed to insure Turkish 
participation in the games. Commenting on the event, State Minister Hasan 
Celal Güzel of Turkey noted: “We, on every occasion, remind Syria that Hatay 
is an inseparable part of Turkey and claims on this province damage Turkish- 
Syrian relations.” 176 

Alexandretta is less than one-fifth the size of mandatory Palestine; so the 
fact that the Syrian foreign minister stated in 1980 that “Turkey usurped 
five times the area of Palestine from Syria” implies that Syria considers its 
“usurped” territory to include not just Alexandretta but an area twenty-five 
times its size, or the equivalent of England.177 This is about the area of Turkey 
south of the Taurus and Anti-Taurus Mountains, the region that historically 
formed a portion of Greater Syria. Although this territory became part of the 
Turkish republic already in 1921, the Asad government apparently still con- 
sidered it part of Greater Syria and therefore a lost province. 

The statement by Muhammad Mashariga, assistant regional secretary of 
the Ba‘th Party, that Cyprus is the “heart” of the Middle East possibly harked 
back to Sa‘ada’s later view of Cyprus as part of Greater Syria.178 

In addition to the region-by-region claims documented here, Damascus on 
occasion also asserted title to the whole of Greater Syria. On the eve of a visit 
by the Lebanese president to Damascus in August 1976, a newspaper noted 
that the two presidents would examine “new ties between Lebanon and its 
twin Syria, both those states’ ties with their twin Jordan, as well as the ties of 
all these with their twin Palestine,” and suggested the creation of a federal state 
for all four, with one army and one cabinet.!7? A few months later, a Syrian 
official included Alexandretta as well: “this steadfast region [Syria] lost its 
southern part—Palestine; Alexandretta has been detached, Lebanon and Jor- 
dan were taken away.”1!89 A Syrian official told a U.S. reporter in May 1981: 
“Surely everyone understands that all of Syria, Lebanon and Jordan are histor- 
ically part of natural Syria.” 18! 

Syrian leaders sometimes discussed the history of Greater Syria and its 
divisions—pointedly, often when addressing a French audience. Just before 
President Francois Mitterrand arrived in Syria in November 1984 (the first 
visit ever by a French head of state to Syria), Hafiz al-Asad bitterly recalled 
that “when France entered our countries they were united; when it left, they 
were disunited.”182 Along similar lines, a Damascus newspaper declared it 
intolerable that “the Sykes-Picot logic of 1916 regain the upper hand and re- 
divide the [Greater Syrian] region.” 183 A school textbook published in Syria in 
the early 1980s used the term bilad ash-Sham and referred disparagingly to 
Lesser Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan as “mini-states” (duwarylat).184 

Although Greater Syria existed for the most part in only a de facto manner, 
it did have some legal basis in Lesser Syria. For example, in September 1984, 
Hafiz al-Asad decreed cash an acceptable substitution for military service for 
those Syrian conscripts living outside Syria, unless the conscript lived in 
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Lebanon, Jordan, or Iraq. The exception of these countries implies that they in 
some manner form part of Syrian territory.185 


Views on Syrian Intentions 


Most knowledgeable observers agreed on the profound importance of Greater 
Syria for the government of Hafiz al-Asad. A prominent Syrian dissident, the 
former ambassador to Paris, wrote that “Asad’s objective, even when he was 
but minister of defense [1966—70], was to inherit “Abd an-Nasir’s place in the 
Arab world, to create the Greater Syria which “Alawis keep on dreaming about, 
and to group Jordan, Palestine and Lebanon under his banner.” 186 

Lebanese across the political spectrum were convinced of Syrian ambitions 
toward their country. Major Sa‘d Haddad, commander of a southern Lebanese 
militia, saw the Syrian goal as declaring Lebanon “an inseparable part of 
Greater Syria.”187 Accordingly, he believed that “Syria does not want to with- 
draw from Lebanon. Why? Because Syria came to Lebanon not to help this or 
that party. It entered Lebanon to annex it to Syria on the premise that Lebanon 
is part of Syria.”188 Haddad’s successor, General Antun Lahd, assessed Syrian 
intentions similarly: “Syria is my foremost enemy. The Syrians have always 
wanted to annex or dominate my country.”189 Bashir Jumayyil charged that 
Damascus kept troops in Lebanon to make Lebanon part of Greater Syria. His 
brother Amin, the president of Lebanon during 1982-88, accused Asad of 
wanting to annex Lebanon.!9° Samir Ja‘ja‘, the Phalangist military leader, 
feared that Syria “aims to reclaim Greater Syria and doesn’t believe Syrian 
statements that Lebanon is a sovereign state.”!91 Karim Paqraduni, deputy to 
Ja‘ja‘, noted that “Syria has not been content with occupation. It has begun 
annexing occupied Lebanese territory.” 192 

Kamal Junbalat, leader of the Lebanese Druze, was perhaps the political 
figure most willing to discuss the question of Pan-Syrianism (not surprisingly, 
as he wrote a book on the SSNP in the early 1950s). Junbalat believed that the 
Syrian authorities “do not want to forget the days before the divisions of 1919, 
when the people of Natural Syria—Lebanese, Palestinians, Jordanians, and 
Syrians—formed a single people.” Although Junbalat satirically called Asad 
“the lion of Greater Syria,” he professed to being unsure whether Asad would 
persevere in his Pan-Syrian project.193 With regard to Palestine, “Syrians some- 
times consider themselves the only legitimate representatives of Palestine, 
which is for them no more than the south of Natural Syria.” Despite the 
ostensible Pan-Arabist outlook of the Ba‘th politicians in Syria, “they believed 
and continue to believe that all Palestinians are part of the Syrian people, and 
Palestine is Southern Syria.” 194 As for his own country, Junbalat observed that 
“in Damascus, they are always dreaming of Lebanon.”!95 

The SSNP was also convinced that Syrian authorities were sincere on the 
issue of incorporating Lebanon. As one of them told an interviewer: “We 
cannot forget that Mr. Hafiz al-Asad—His Excellency the President of Syria— 
has declared many times that Lebanon is a part of Syria, that Palestine is a part 
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of Syria. And if we believe that, and we have to—he has given all signs of being 
serious—it means that his interest in Lebanon is very genuine. He is playing 
the game very cautiously and intelligently.” 196 

Crown Prince Hasan of Jordan, echoing these views, acknowledged Syrian 
hopes for a Greater Syria and observed that “the Syrians say there are no 
Palestinians, Jordanians, Lebanese—that they are all southern Syrians.”197 

The Palestinians also explicitly discussed Pan-Syrianism. An Arabic news- 
paper published in Jerusalem observed accurately: “Some say that the Syrian 
leaders want to revive the Greater Syria plan, provided it is ‘made in 
Damascus’—having always rejected it in the past when it was ‘made in 
Amman’ or ‘made in Baghdad.’ ”198 At a time when the PLO operated out of 
Lebanon, Yasir ‘Arafat argued that “the Syrian army wants to stay in Lebanon 
not to combat the Phalanges or defend the National Movement, but to domi- 
nate the PLO, and more especially Al-Fat’h.”199 “Arafat’s assistant Salah 
Khalaf maintained that Damascus aimed “to establish Greater Syria on the 
ruins of Lebanon.”29° 

Egyptian leaders viewed Asad’s ambitions in the same light. Anwar as- 
Sadat accused Asad (whom he often called “the lion of Greater Syria”)2°! of 
starting the Lebanese crisis to create a Greater Syria. Husni Mubarak explicitly 
stated his opposition to Asad’s Greater Syria plans. “For a Greater Syria to be 
established,” he told a French newspaper, “Lebanon has to accept its [own] 
disappearance and Jordan has to accept its [own] disintegration. Lebanon and 
Jordan definitely cannot accept such a thing. Moreover, Egypt will absolutely 
not accept Lebanon and Jordan becoming part of Syria. Egypt is not alone in 
rejecting this; the whole Arab world will reject it.”2°2 Shortly after the Syrian 
invasion of Lebanon, the newspaper Al-Ahram published a political cartoon 
on this subject; it showed a fat figure with “Imperialism” written on it charm- 
ing a cobra snake labeled “Suriya al-Kubra” arising out of a basket dubbed 
“Fascism.” The humor lies in a pun: Suriya al-Kubra means both “Syria the 
Cobra” and “Greater Syria.”203 A dozen years later, an editorial in the same 
paper pointed to Syrian plans “to liquidate the Palestinian entity by dispersing 
it and annexing it to the plan of Greater Syria.”204 

Israelis of all persuasions agreed on Syrian intentions. Among Likud politi- 
cians, Yitzhaq Shamir stated in July 1983 that “Syria wants to control all of 
Lebanon and will not settle for the control it now has over a large part of this 
territory.”2°5 Moshe Arens repeatedly brought up this matter. He understood 
the Syrian objective in Lebanon to be “to control Lebanon and turn it into a 
satellite or perhaps a part of Greater Syria.”2°° Benjamin Netanyahu wrote 
that the Syrian government had “methodically pursued” Greater Syria for 
decades.2°7 A foreign ministry spokesman termed Syria’s tactics for building 
Greater Syria “slicing the salami.”2°8 On the Labour side, Shimon Peres 
believed that Asad was “striving to attain leadership in the Arab world and to 
realize the age-old Syrian dream of a Greater Syria.”2°9 The president of Israel 
(and a former chief of intelligence), Chaim Herzog, termed these Pan-Syrian 
ambitions “most troublesome to Syria’s Arab neighbors.”210 

Maurice Couve de Murville, a former prime minister of France, wrote that 
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“Greater Syria is an old matter which is not forgotten and doubtlessly will 
never be forgotten.”21!1 More forcefully, Claude Cheysson, the foreign minis- 
ter, called the division of Lebanon between Greater Syria and Greater Israel 
“our nightmare.”212 

David Roberts, the British ambassador to Syria and then Lebanon, stressed 
the appeal of the Pan-Syrian dream: 


The theory of “Greater Syria” decisively influenced Syrian thinking in the 
crucial 1930s and has done so ever since. ... The only consistent strand 
discernible throughout [the Asad] period has been the “Greater Syria” policy. 
... The residual concern, when everything else is stripped away, is Syrian 
determination to dominate the Levant, i.e. “Greater Syria.” . . . It would be 
dishonest not to admit that the doctrine somehow expresses the feelings of 
almost everyone who has lived for any length of time in Syria. ... The 
doctrine of “Greater Syria” is a powerful and active political myth.” . . . [It] is 
endemic in Syrian politics and pervades Ba’‘thists of all complexions.*!4 


According to The Economist, “a good many Syrians still cling to the doctrine 
of Greater Syria.”214 

Many senior American officials recognized the role of Pan-Syrianism in 
Asad’s policy. Henry Kissinger concluded from his experience mediating 
between Syria and Israel that the “Syrians considered Palestine part of ‘Greater 
Syria.’ ”215 President Ronald Reagan noted Syrian ambitions on several occa- 
sions. He observed that “Syria for many years has talked about a thing called 
Greater Syria, in which they believe much of Jordan and much of Lebanon 
truly should belong to them.”2!¢ At the same time, Secretary of State George P. 
Shultz contended that Syria “seems determined to make Lebanon once again a 
satellite or province of ‘Greater Syria.’”2!7 Other politicians also emphasized 
this ambition; for example, Congressman James H. Scheuer of New York 
called Greater Syria “a tenacious dream” of the Syrians.?18 

Specialists on Syria of varying viewpoints recognized the role of Pan- 
Syrianism. Fouad Ajami held that Asad’s “vision of greater Syria” caused him 
to dismiss Palestinian nationalism no less than did the Likud Party of Israel.219 
Najib E. Saliba argued that “even after some 60 years of separation, it is still 
doubtful whether Syria has finally reconciled herself to the loss of [the four 
districts], or to the loss of all Lebanon for that matter.”22° Adeed Dawisha 
wrote: 


A fundamental motivation of Syrian policies toward Lebanon has been a 
conviction of the indivisibility of Syria and Lebanon. The concept of a 
“Greater Syria” continues to permeate the psyche not only of the Syrian 
political elite, but also, more broadly, of Syria’s mass population. . . . And, 
generally, Syrians do tend to hold to the belief that their country’s boundary 
with Lebanon was artificially drawn up by France to suit the latter’s colonial 
ambitions and interests.2?? 


Israel’s two leading specialists on Syria concurred. According to Itamar 
Rabinovich: 
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Underlying the Syrian state’s attitude to Lebanon was the view that the whole 
‘of Lebanon and, even more so, the territories added to it by the French in 1920 
were part of Syria. The explicit Syrian demands to reintegrate Lebanon or 
parts of it faded during the years, but an implicit claim was maintained 
through the refusal to establish diplomatic relations with Lebanon.?22 


Similarly, Moshe Ma’oz wrote in his political biography of Hafiz al-Asad: 
“Although rejected by the Ba‘th Party, which advocated pan-Arab unity, the 
notion of a Greater Syria has been revived in a different guise by Asad.”223 

In 1977, Patrick Seale, a British journalist close to the Asad government, 
wrote that Asad 


sees Syria’s immediate neighbors, Lebanon and Jordan, as a natural extension 
of its territory, vital to its defence. This three-nation grouping is already a fait 
accompli—although in the low-profile Assad manner, without fanfare. Assad 
now rules by proxy in Lebanon, while the progressive integration with Jordan 
is well advanced. If the Palestinians ever recover a West Bank homeland, they 
too will inevitably join this complex.224 


Six years later he confirmed this assessment: 


Every Syrian believes that the current boundaries of Syria are artificial and 
that it is the right of Syria to extend its terrain to include the whole land of 
Greater Syria [Sham]—that is, the whole eastern coast of the Mediterranean 
and the Jordanian desert. The notion of Greater or “Natural” Syria remains a 
powerful influence . . . [which] attracts many Syrians. . . . 

There is no doubt that Hafiz al-Asad believes that active political decision 
making for the whole of the Arab East must be taken in Damascus alone. He 
refuses to recognize the right of Palestinians to independent decision making; 
this is the essence of his rivalry with Yasir “Arafat. Nor does he concede this 
right to the Lebanese; this explains his rivalry with Beirut. And so too would 
he like to prevent King Husayn from exercising this right. 

In the struggle with competing power centers of the region, the self-interest 
of Damascus demands the subjugation of the PLO, Beirut, and even Amman 
to the will of Syria. It should go without saying to note that the other sides 
refuse this point of view clearly and vehemently. 

Lebanese believe that Syrian egoism sacrificed every opportunity to pre- 
serve their national unity. Many Palestinians, and especially on the West 
Bank, accuse Hafiz al-Asad of causing them to miss the last chance to save 
their land from Zionist imperialism.225 


Annie Laurent and Antoine Basbous concluded a book analyzing Syrian 
and Israeli policies toward Lebanon with the observation that “Greater Syria, 
that is, the pure and simple annexation of Lebanon,” was long the dream of 
Syrian rulers.226 On her own, Laurent argued that “heir to this past and to this 
myth, Syria does not recognize the independence of Lebanon.”227 

Charles Saint-Prot declared that “for the Syrian rulers, the map of Palestine 
is too important to leave to the Palestinians alone; Palestine being the south of 
Greater Syria, they consider the Palestinian problem a Syrian problem. . . . 
[Asad] has shown himself more an adherent of Antun Sa‘ada’s theory of 
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Greater Syria ... than the Ba‘th’s theory of Arab unity.”228 Dominique 
Chevallier noted that “the Syrian Arab Republic does not forget ‘Greater 
Syria,’ Bilad ash-Sham, an area in which it evaluates the consequences of every 
event and for which it accepts no settlement without first assessing its own role 
and giving its agreement.”229 

Similarly, Gudrun Kramer held: “Among other matters, the claim to con- 
trol Lebanon and the national Palestinian movement is on the Syrian side 
grounded in the fact that in Ottoman times most of Lebanon as well as Pal- 
estine and today’s Jordan were economically and administratively part of ‘nat- 
ural Syria,’ which in turn belonged to Greater Syria.”23° 

Two of Damascus’s guiding principles, according to John F. Devlin, are the 
unimportance of Pan-Arabism and the claim that Greater Syria “is Syria’s 
special sphere of interest in which other states intrude only at the risk of Syrian 
hostility.”23! The Marxist scholars who edit MERIP Reports interpreted the 
Syrians’ invasion of Lebanon in 1976 as a step toward the creation of “a 
Syrian-dominated confederation including Jordan and Lebanon. The role of 
the Palestinians ... is to be no more than an adjunct to their diplomatic 
maneuvers.”32 Naomi Joy Weinberger noted the constancy of Syrian efforts: 


Whether Syria’s regional goals were cast in terms of a proposed federation, a 
“nucleus of confrontation,” or a zone of influence, the intended components 
were always the same. Indeed, they were always identical geographically to 
the contours of the earlier Greater Syria scheme, except for ambiguity as to 
how much of Palestine could feasibly be incorporated.233 


William Harris set out Asad’s two “clear, unchanging” objectives in Lebanon 
at the beginning of a detailed and knowledgeable survey on this subject: 
“direct control over regions perceived as immediately critical for the security 
and stability of Syria” and “stable decisive influence over a reformed central 
government Beirut.”234 

While most observers condemned Syria’s effort to establish rule over 
Greater Syria, a few did approve. Mu‘ammar al-Qadhdhafi was one: 


We support Syria if it annexes Lebanon tomorrow by any method. We will 
give it our total support without any argument... . When I say the unity of 
Syria and Lebanon, I do not mean the colonization of Lebanon by Syria or 
Syria’s crushing of the Lebanese. . . . These are two states which can be placed 
within one state, as originally they were one. If Syria takes action, we must 
support it by all our means.?35 


“Abd as-Salam Jallud, Qadhdhafi’s deputy, supported Syria’s intervention in 
Lebanon because this “will lead to the realization of Greater Syria.”236 A 
Saudi weekly seemingly endorsed this view when it referred to “the south- 
western part of Syria, known as Palestine.”237 Surprisingly, Kamal Junbalat, 
the Druze leader assassinated by the Asad government, looked on Pan- 
Syrianism with sympathy. “Can this tendency to seek the former provinces of 
Historic Syria be called imperialism?” he asks. “Not entirely,” came his 
answer.238 The capture of French citizens in Lebanon as hostages made Paris 
tolerant toward Syrian goals in Lebanon. For example, President Francois 
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Mitterrand reportedly told Asad that “France respects and supports Syria’s 
great and main role in Lebanon.”239 

Despite the voluminous record of Damascus’s ambition, some observers 
have deprecated Asad’s Pan-Syrian designs. A primitive version of this was 
heard fairly often from American diplomats. A senior State Department figure 
told Congress in October 1983, “I do not believe Syria has any intention of 
redrawing the political boundaries between it and Lebanon or any basic desire 
to absorb Lebanon. . . . Syria’s interest in Lebanon is that it not be a threat to 
Syria.”240 Expressing the same thought more graphically, another U.S. official 
observed: “The Syrians in Lebanon are like a dog who has been chasing a car 
every day it comes down the street. Finally one day the dog catches the car and 
then he doesn’t know what to do with it.”241 An official U.S. government 
study of Syria asserted that the Pan-Syrian ideology “has faded.”242 

The more sophisticated argument against Pan-Syrianism acknowledged its 
importance for Damascus but doubted whether efforts would really be made 
to implement this ambitious ideology. Moshe Ma’oz and Avner Yaniv pre- 
sented this viewpoint at the end of a volume titled Syria under Assad. 


The standard articulation of Syria’s long-term aspirations, be it by President 
Assad, one of his more prominent colleagues or through the official organs of 
the Ba‘ath Party, suggests limitless or at least exceedingly far reaching goals. 
. .. Such statements of the country’s goals imply a relentless drive towards the 
creation of a Greater Syria, to include Lebanon, the Alexandretta area, Jordan 
and Israel. .. . [But] none of the areas of Syrian activities discussed in this 
volume offers any evidence that such a grandiose dream is an accurate repre- 
sentation of Syria’s operational goals.2#3 


This is an odd conclusion in light of the fact that Damascus today occupies 
more than half of Lebanon, exercises great leverage over Jordan, dominates a 
major part of the PLO, and has virtually incorporated the SSNP. The inability 
to see these facts cannot be the result of equivocation by the Asad regime, 
which has boasted of its ambitions and pursued them with strategic vision. 
Why, then, such disbelief by well-informed and experienced observers? 

The reasoning behind this may be found in another remark of Ma’oz, that 
Asad “does not aspire literally to recreate Greater Syria.”244 By this he meant 
that Asad does not intend to eradicate boundaries and incorporate neighboring 
states. Similarly, Lebanese foreign minister Elie Salim argued that Syria does 
not seek a Greater Syria, only influence over its neighbors.245 True enough, but 
this is too absolute a definition of Greater Syria. A Syria in which Damascus 
enjoys predominant influence over Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan is also a 
Greater Syria. Whether satrapy, protectorate, or satellite, the adjacent states 
would still be subject to Asad’s wishes. 

Some observers think only in terms of the formal eradication of state 
boundaries; in fact, almost the same degree of control can be attained without 
having to undo borders. Kramer put it well: “The Syrian leadership appears 
not to seek territorial expansion—the resurrection of the old Greater Syria— 
but regional hegemony.”246 Anything more than this would create too many 
troubles, as Harris noted: 
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Syria’s interests in Lebanon may not amount to anything as crude as the wish 
to annex Lebanon; this would be impossible within the Arab context and 
would ultimately be dangerous to Syria. Syria’s interest, however, implies a 
very special understanding of such terms as “sovereignty” and “territorial 
integrity.” To Damascus it is simply inconceivable that Lebanon, as a “twin 
state,” should have a foreign and security policy which differs to any great 
extent from that of Ba‘athist Syria. . . . Syrian leaders make no secret of their 
view that policy should be made in Damascus and followed in Beirut. As long 
as Lebanese politicians understand this fundamental of Syrian-Lebanese rela- 
tions, Damascus is content to leave them their titles, their fiefdoms and their 
facade of national autonomy.247 


An unnamed American diplomat in Damascus went a bit far when he argued 
that “One problem Washington has is that a lot of people [there] see Greater 
Syria as a notion involving territory. It is not a territorial concept.”248 Still, the 
emphasis on influence is a useful corrective, for Asad sought control, not a 
change in borders. 

Paucity of imagination also accounts for the persistent disbelief about Syr- 
ian intentions. So seldom does one state explicitly state its intention to domi- 
nate its neighbors, as does Syria, that many analysts simply cannot put cre- 
dence in this ambition. True, the grandiloquent declarations of military 
dictators should be assessed skeptically, but three considerations argue for 
taking Syrian claims seriously: the long record antedating Asad of desire for 
union, the Asad regime’s statements and actions over more than a decade, and 
the consensus of informed observers from all parts of the political spectrum. 
Asad is closer today to putting Greater Syria together than any leader since 
Faysal in 1920. Noting how much Syrian attention is directed to expansion, 
and then factoring in the recurrent, repetitious, and consistent claim to control 
these areas, it is reasonable to deduce that Greater Syria has occupied a central 
place in Asad’s foreign policy since 1974. 

This conclusion raises several questions. Does Pan-Syrianism result from 
ideological conviction, Realpolitik, or some combination of the two? How 
much does Greater Syria inhere to Syrian political culture and how much is it 
tied to the specific policies of Hafiz al-Asad? Do motives behind Pan-Syrianism 
lie primarily in the realm of domestic or foreign politics? The final chapter 
takes up these issues. 


4 


Changes in Lesser Syria 


Seen from Damascus, the doctrine of “Greater Syria” was never more 
relevant than it is today. 
Ambassador David Róberts! 


What accounts for the unexpected revival of Pan-Syrianism in recent years? 
Why did Hafiz al-Asad resurrect a seemingly moribund ideology? 

In part, he did so because of changes on the ground. On the one hand, Asad 
came to power in 1970 and imposed, for the first time since independence in 
1946, a strong, durable, and stable government on Syria. This then reopened 
the way to pursue the long-dormant goal of a united Syria. On the other hand, 
neighboring states turned inward. Lebanon experienced a complete break- 
down of order; Egypt signed a peace treaty with Israel and dropped out of the 
inter-Arab arena; Iraq became wholly consumed by war with Iran; and the oil- 
exporting countries lost power as their revenues declined. Internal conflicts 
plagued the PLO. As Asad’s rivals became preoccupied with other matters, the 
field opened to Syrian aggrandizement. 

Political developments made Pan-Syrianism an operational ideology. But 
this was not enough, for the creation of an opportunity does not explain why it 
was exploited. Expansionist ambitions require political motivation. Here, sev- 
eral factors came into play: 

The discrediting of Pan-Arabism. A series of events in the 1960s—the 
collapse of Syria’s union with Egypt, Egypt’s war in Yemen, and the Arabs’ 
disastrous defeat by Israel in June 1967—-dimmed the prospects of uniting the 
Arabs. This inaugurated a search for alternative allegiances which gained new 
support for many ideologies, including fundamentalist Islam, Palestinian 
nationalism, Egyptian nationalism, and Pan-Syrian nationalism. 

Disappointment in other Arab leaders. Sadat’s readiness to negotiate with 
Israel immediately after hostilities ended in 1973 undercut Damascus’s harder- 
line position, leaving Asad in the lurch. Learning from this experience, Asad 
resolved to find new allies. Thus impelled, he sought to develop a regional axis 
around Syria that he could dominate and control. In this context, Greater Syria 
served as “a useful paradigm”? for the regional grouping Asad sought to build. 

Asaa’s own outlook. Personally, Asad was drawn to the Greater Syria goal. 
Although little is known about Asad, several facts point to this conclusion. 
First, there is the cumulative record of his many Pan-Syrian statements, as 
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noted in Chapter 3. Then there are his many connections to the SSNP: Asad 
grew up in a time and place when its ideology enjoyed great strength, his wife’s 
family (the Makhlufs) had long-standing ties to the party, and Asad himself 
effected the conciliation between the SSNP and the government in Damascus 
that had eluded his predecessors. 

The needs of domestic politics. The tensions—religious, ethnic, political, 
economic—that drove Syrian politics led the country’s rulers to find a foreign 
policy that would do two things: facilitate their own grip on power and make 
their rule as acceptable as possible to the populace. 

While all four of these factors undoubtedly encouraged Asad’s turn to 
Greater Syria, I shall stress the last of them. The first three, important as they 
are, result from either external or personal considerations, and so are unlikely 
to drive the fundamental reorientation of a state’s ideology. Rather, domestic 
factors usually determine the main directions in interstate relations. Other 
reasons can account for specific actions, but the central lines of a state’s foreign 
policy invariably derive from the nature of its domestic life. This universal 
truth of politics—what the Germans call the Primat der Innenpolitik—has 
special validity for authoritarian states, which are typically preoccupied with 
retaining power; for them, international relations serve as a key vehicle for 
preserving control of the state. 

Applying this rule to Syria under Asad suggests that the decisive explana- 
tion for the drive toward Greater Syria lies in the rulers’ need to stay in power. 
Indeed, that is the thesis to be presented here. 

To establish this point requires the reader’s immersion in domestic Syrian 
politics, and especially in those exceedingly complex developments that took 
place between 1955 and 1974; it also requires an understanding of 
Sunni-‘Alawi dynamics. I shall argue that the adoption of Pan-Syrianism took 
place in four stages: 


1955-1958 Pan-Arabism preeminent 
1958-1961 Disillusion with Pan-Arabism 
1963-1966 Stress on Syria 

1970—1974 Turn to Pan-Syrianism 


Several writers have dealt very capably with first two stages,? so these shall be 
touched on only lightly here; in contrast, the third and fourth stages, which are 
more obscure, will be studied in some detail. 

The exact process by which Asad adopted Pan-Syrianism is, unfortunately, 
something about which almost no direct information is available publicly. In 
contrast to earlier years, when a profusion of inside rumors, documents, and 
memoirs reached print, Syrian decision making in the Asad era is almost 
entirely closed to the outside world. Procedures in Damascus are as unknown 
as those of the Kremlin. The virtual absence of solid information makes it 
necessary to explain the turn toward Greater Syria from the outside, by look- 
ing at circumstantial evidence and other fragments of information. 

Before beginning the story of the the rise of Pan-Syrianism, however, a few 
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of Lesser Syria’s population figures ought to be noted, for they provide the 
backdrop to much of the discussion that follows. In the 1980s, Sunni Muslims 
constituted about 68.9 percent of the population, Christians 14.1 percent, 
“Alawis 11.5 percent, Druze 3 percent, and Isma‘ilis 1.5 percent. The largest of 
the Christian groups, the Greek Orthodox, made up 4.7 percent of the total 
population. Linguistically, Syria was more homogeneous, with 82 percent 
speaking Arabic, 8 percent Kurdish, 4 percent Armenian, 3 percent Turkoman, 
and 3 percent Circassian. The Kurds, Turkomans, and Circassians, who 
together constituted 14.5 percent of the population, were virtually all Sunni 
Muslims. Their strong ethnic ties separated them, however, from the Arab 
Sunnis. Combining these figures, the Arabic-speaking Sunni Muslims made up 
about 54.4 percent of the population. 

There was also a geographic aspect to Syria’s divisions. Roughly 10 percent 
of the Sunni Arabs were Bedouin and had a different outlook and political 
needs; they should not be counted along with the sedentary Sunni Arabs. This 
left a core population of somewhat less than half Syria’s populace. 

The uneven distribution of some ethnic and religious groups enhanced their 
importance. Of Syria’s thirteen provinces, Sunnis made up a majority in all but 
two, Latakia and Jabal Druze (now called Suwayda). In the first, “‘Alawis made 
up 62.1 percent of the population, and Greek Orthodox there numbered 12.8 
percent. Druze dominated Jabal Druze with 87.6 percent, and Christians num- 
bered 11 percent, leaving Sunnis with only 2 percent. While the many fracture 
lines among the populace affect public life in Syria, the one separating the 
“Alawis from the core population of sedentary Sunni Arabs has had during the 
past generation, as we shall see, the greatest importance. 


The Need for an Ideology of Irredentism 


Lesser Syria is a remnant, something that emerged after the powers delineated 
the boundaries of the neighboring regions. This fragmented piece of territory 
came into existence not for geographic or cultural reasons, nor because of 
actions taken by its residents, but as a result of European maneuvering. No one 
planned the Syria of San Remo,‘ and, at the moment of independence, less than 
half the population saw itself as Syrian Arab. This basic fact explained many of 
the country’s key characteristics: its weak national identity, weak govern- 
ment legitimacy, frequent changes of government, military rule, hostility 
toward foreigners, communal tensions, the success of radical ideologies, and 
irredentism. 

Weak loyalties. Attachment toward the Syrian state is weak. Especially in 
the first years after independence, virtually all its citizens actively disdained 
their state and sought something else. Sunnis had designs on the territories of 
the country’s five neighbors. Members of the SSNP wanted Lesser Syria sub- 
merged in Greater Syria. Ba‘thists wanted it joined to a single Arab nation. 
“Alawis hoped to retain their independence or associate with Lebanon. Druze 
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sought autonomy or a deal with Transjordan. Unpoliticized elements disliked 
the random boundaries because they restricted trade, family communications, 
and the like. As a Bedouin told a researcher in the early 1950s, “Though I have 
a Syrian passport—still I don’t feel I am so.”5 Even the head of state depre- 
cated the republic of Syria, and he expressed his feelings publicly. Adib ash- 
Shishakli referred to Syria in October 1953 as “the current official name for 
that country which lies within the artificial frontiers drawn up by 
imperialism”¢—a remarkable statement for a president to make. A placard on 
the Syrian side of the border with Lebanon expressed this sentiment most 
concisely: “We make war on frontiers” (muharib al-hudud).’ 

The disaster of unity with Egypt between 1958 and 1961 and the passage 
of time reduced this sense of artificiality, to be sure, but it was never entirely 
overcome. Even today, residents of Syria continue to see their polity as a 
temporary rump unit and do not wish to devote their energies, much less their 
lives, to it. 

Weak government legitimacy. The unwillingness of citizens to offer their 
allegiance to the government undermines the central government’s claim to 
legitimacy. This has had two clear consequences: political instability and mili- 
tary rule. Weak legitimacy reduces the political leaders and to a great extent 
explains why Syria became the banana republic of the Middle East. Twenty- 
one changes of government occurred in the twenty-four years between 1946 
and 1970 (including three in one year and a regime which lasted only several 
days). It also explains why soldiers came to power in 1949 and then dominated 
almost every subsequent Syrian government. Military rule remained even after 
1970, when instability had been mastered. 

Xenophobia. The Levant’s division embittered Sunni relations with the 
outside world. Sunnis felt betrayed by Britain for cutting Greater Syria in half, 
setting up a Jewish homeland in Palestine, splitting Jordan off, and let- 
ting the French vanquish Faysal in Damascus. They hated the French for de- 
stroying the Syrian Kingdom, giving so much territory to Lebanon, dividing 
the Syrian remnant into ethnic states, and then transferring Alexandretta 
to Turkey. They resented Turkey for taking Alexandretta. They responded 
angrily to Prince “Abdallah’s attempts to move his throne to Damascus and 
feared Iraqi efforts at union. They saw the Zionists as usurpers in a key part of 
Syria. By 1946, Syrian Sunnis felt betrayed by the minorities, all their neigh- 
bors, and both great powers. Nothing in subsequent years diminished this 
feeling. 

This long list of evildoers helps explain the negative cast of Syria’s foreign 
policy. Resentments run deep, xenophobia outweighs patriotism, conspiracies 
are suspected, and the outside world is mistrusted. After many talks with 
Syrian leaders, Henry Kissinger concluded that “the injustice of foreigners is 
burned deep into the Syrian soul. Asad said to me that Syria had been betrayed 
before World War I by Turkey, after it by Britain and France, and more 
recently by the United States, which had created the State of Israel. When a 
people is convinced that all its troubles come from abroad, morbid suspicion 
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becomes a national style.”8 This factor goes far to explain the bellicose edge of 
Syrian foreign relations. 

Sunni-minority tensions. The French colonial experience in North Africa 
predisposed French administrators in the Levant to expect unmitigated hos- 
tility from Sunni Muslims. To balance this antipathy, they sought to build a 
counterweight to the Sunnis by establishing close relations with the minority 
communities. The minorities were encouraged to think that their interests ran 
contrary to those of the Sunni Arabs. French ties with them were cemented 
through a policy of favoritism. Minorities paid lower rates of taxes while 
having more spent on their welfare. Maronites, “Alawis, and Druze received 
autonomous areas of their own; because these made it possible to escape Sunni 
domination, they quickly acquired real political popularity and importance. 
Official languages in the minority states revealed French intentions: in 
Damascus and Aleppo, Arabic was the only official language; in Lebanon, 
Arabic was the first official language and French the second; in Latakia and 
Jabal Druze, French was equal with Arabic.? 

In return for these benefits, the minorities served France faithfully. “Alawis, 
Armenians, Assyrians, Circassians, Druzes, Isma‘ilis, and Kurds joined the 
French in the Troupes Spéciales du Levant, numbering about fifteen thousand 
by the mid-1930s. Armenian soldiers served the mandate against Druze rebels 
with such ferocity, the latter complained to the French in February 1926.10 
Some Maronites celebrated every year the anniversary of the French victory in 
July 1920 over Prince Faysal. Druze and ‘Alawis did all they could to hold on 
to their own districts when incorporation of their areas into the Sunni territory 
appeared likely in 1936. The former toyed with joining Prince “Abdallah; the 
latter rebelled against Sunni rule. 

The minorities’ embrace of French rule provoked a powerful reaction from 
Sunni Arabs. Not only did Sunnis have to suffer the ignominy of rule by 
foreign Christians and endure the indignity of having their domain, the whole 
of historic Syria, subdivided, but, to make matters worse, the minorities 
escaped their grasp and gleefully profited from French rule. Minorities also 
began to act with a new and, for Sunnis, most distasteful self-assurance. In 
short, minority complicity with the imperial rulers added new political differ- 
ences to the already existing religious ones. La politique minoritaire worked. 

French success in exacerbating communal tensions spawned twofold prob- 
lems for Syria when the country became independent. First, Sunnis remem- 
bered and resented the minorities’ behavior—their good relations with the 
French, their willingness to do the colonialists’ dirty work, and their readiness 
to exploit the boundaries put in place by Paris. Second, “Alawis and Druze felt 
only weak allegiance to the Syrian state (though Sunni suspicions about the 
minorities maintaining ties to France after independence were unfounded). 
Many events, especially the post-1946 minorities’ rebellions, expressed this 
alienation. 

Radical ideologies. Surmounting the citizens’ weak loyalty to the state has 
been the Syrian leaders’ most persistent and urgent political challenge. This 
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problem has been exacerbated by the other factors noted above—the state’s 
instability, the persistence of military rule, and tensions between Sunnis and 
non-Sunnis. It explains two other characteristic elements of Syrian political 
life, radical ideologies and irredentism. 

Syrian citizens aspire to replace Lesser Syria’s arbitrary, truncated form 
with something grander and more inspiring; at the same time, their strongest 
commitments go to their ethnic or religious group. The state, unloved, sits in 
between. To establish a viable state, the government in Damascus needs goals 
capable of attracting long-hostile communities. Mere maintenance of order 
and protection of the citizenry does not suffice; rulers must find ambitious 
projects to legitimize themselves by dislodging old affiliations and winning 
loyalty. 

A comparison with Egypt highlights the Syrian rulers’ predicament. With 
its five thousand years of history, Egypt is a polity that has a meaning for its 
residents and does not depend on the actions of politicians. Egyptians know 
what country they belong to, regardless of who the rulers are or what policies 
they pursue. Freed from the obsessive worry of defining national identity and 
borders, Egyptian leaders can devote themselves to governing. In contrast, a 
hole in the map came to be the republic of Syria, and its raison d’étre must 
constantly be addressed. To make matters worse, whereas Egypt has a homog- 
enous population, Syria’s is extremely varied. Far more than Egyptian leaders, 
therefore, Syrian leaders must fit their actions within an ideological context. 

Irredentism. The rulers therefore adopt irredentist goals. The sense of 
injustice that pervades Lesser Syrian political culture makes bellicosity against 
neighbors an easy way for them to gain popularity. And pervasive communal 
tensions within Syria make external adventure the one dependable glue. 
Together, these make ideological irredentism the almost inevitable recourse of 
an unpopular Syrian state. 

In brief, ideology and irredentism compensate for arbitrariness. Ideology 
attracts the citizenry by endowing the government with moral purpose; push- 
ing back the borders promises meaningful territory. Over the years, Syrian 
leaders have come to depend heavily on these essential activities; thus they tend 
to rely on radical programs domestically and aggressive behavior abroad. 
Indeed, efforts to remake society and expand territorially began right after 
World War I and have remained long-term features of Lesser Syrian politics. 

Best of all, of course, is a project that combines these two—a radical 
ideology calling for an expansion of Syrian power. Pan-Syrianism and Pan- 
Arabism both fulfill these criteria. Not surprisingly, each of the two has played 
a very large role in the public life of modern Syria. 

Initially the two were rather similar and the delineation between them was 
vague. Both held Syria to be the heart of any unification efforts, and they 
aspired to comparable boundaries. But the emergence of a Ba‘thist version of 
Pan-Arabism—advocating a larger version of Pan-Arabism—shattered this 
harmony. Indeed, the Ba‘th Party took on an anti—Pan-Syrian cast in the course 
of its long rivalry with the SSNP. In the 1950s, politically minded Syrians had 
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to choose between the two ideologies, and most opted for the Ba‘th vision. Its 
heyday was from 1955 until 1958. 


From Ba‘th to Neo-Ba‘th 


Led by the Ba‘th Party,!! the Syrian government began seeking a union with 
Egypt as early as 1955. But Jamal ‘Abd an-Nasir, Egypt’s charismatic ruler, 
accepted its offer only three years later, and even then he required the Syrians 
to submit to many conditions. One of these was that all Syrian political parties 
dissolve themselves, and so eager was the Ba‘th Party for union that it agreed to 
this act of political suicide. Less than three weeks of discussions were needed to 
create a joint political structure, and the United Arab Republic (UAR) came 
into existence in February 1958. The UAR was the vehicle of some very high 
hopes; many observers saw it as the first step toward an all-Arab union. 

But the experiment came quickly to grief, in large part because ‘Abd an- 
Nasir monopolized power and excluded the Syrians. In the words of a later 
report, the “officers and civil servants of the Egyptian intelligence service 
turned up in every directorate” 12 in Syria. As a result, Syrians came to see the 
UAR less as a union of two countries than as a disguised form of Egyptian 
imperialism. Discontented elements in Syria included businessmen, who suf- 
fered from nationalization; politicians, who lost power; and military officers, 
who seethed under Egyptian dominance. 

After a long three and a half years, a group of conservative Syrian officers 
regained independence for their country in September 1961 by seceding from 
the UAR. The United Arab Republic had both consummated and destroyed 
Ba‘th hopes. When the party reconstituted itself in 1961, its new leadership 
differed from that before 1958 in several ways: it was minority by confession, 
military by profession, and anti-Pan-Arab unity by ideology. Each of these 
changes is worth noting in detail. 


Minorities 


The UAR experience sobered many Pan-Arabist enthusiasts, dashing their 
expectations that quick moves could achieve Arab unity. But whereas some 
Sunnis continued to seek union with other Arab states, nearly all the minorities 
lost interest in this goal. 

The UAR fulfilled the minorities’ worst fears about Pan-Arabism. Egypt’s 
tens of millions of Sunni Arabs far outnumbered the heterogeneous Syrian 
population, and ‘Abd an-Nasir ran roughshod over minority sensibilities. The 
union led to an increase of Sunni power within Syria proper, to the virtual 
exclusion of the minorities. In contrast to their usual 20 percent of the cabinets 
(both before and after the union with Egypt), minorities nearly disappeared 
from the four Syrian cabinets of the UAR years. For minorities, Pan-Arabism 
meant being swamped. To make matters worse, while UAR regulations pro- 
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hibited free travel by Syrians to Lebanon for work, Egyptian peasants gained 
the right to emigrate to Syria. 

Even those minority elements who were Ba‘thists had a change of heart and 
turned against “Abd an-Nasir with anger. Their reaction had great importance 
because minorities began to take hold of the Ba‘th in 1961. They rose to power 
in two parallel but separate ways—one civilian, the other military. 

The UAR debacle transformed the Ba‘th Party. The membership was alien- 
ated by the leaders’ hasty and unilateral disbanding of the party in 1958 (to 
comply with ‘Abd an-Nasir’s conditions for union),!3 a decision that looked 
even more foolish as the union soured. Held responsible for the failed union, 
the party lost ground among the Syrian population at large. In the 1959 
elections, for example, it won only about 100 out of 9,445 seats. The leader- 
ship further disgraced itself by dithering and contradicting itself on the issue of 
Syrian secession from the UAR, some welcoming it, others rejecting it. Disillu- 
sioned with democratic methods, Ba‘th leaders turned their organization into a 
dictatorial party of the vanguard type. 

When the union ended in 1961, these developments deeply affected efforts 
to reconstitute the party. While many Sunni Ba‘thists had drifted away, minor- 
ity members, especially those in the more remote provinces, remained faithful 
and kept the party structure intact when the formal apparatus had disap- 
peared. Thus, as Ba‘thism lost appeal to the general population, its branches in 
rural and minority areas filled with members who had lost interest in Pan- 
Arabism. This was especially the case in Latakia, the predominantly ‘Alawi 
area. 


The Military Committee 


Minorities also gained strength through the Ba‘th Party’s military wing. Again, 
the UAR stimulated these changes. “Abd an-Nasir transferred five hundred 
Syrian officers to Egypt, hoping this would keep them out of harm’s way. 
Instead, a group of the officers formed the small, clandestine Military Commit- 
tee (al-Lajna al-“Askariya) of the Ba‘th Party in 1959. This committee, which 
developed in complete isolation from the party hierarchy in Syria, reflected the 
peculiar composition of officers belonging to the party. All five of its original 
members were of minority origins. The three top figures (Muhammad ‘Umran, 
Salah Jadid, and Hafiz al-Asad) were ‘Alawis, while the other two (‘Abd al- 
Karim al-Jundi and Ahmad al-Mir) were Isma‘ilis. When the committee was 
expanded, the Fatimiya minorities (“Alawis, Isma‘ilis, and Druze) filled nine of 
the fourteen positions, and five of those were ‘“Alawis. 

Although the Military Committee came into existence to reassert Syrian 
independence, it had no role in the secession from the UAR. The committee 
gained strength only after the Ba‘th Party came to power in the coup of March 
1963. 

By discrediting the civilian leaders of the party, the UAR disaster had the 
effect of boosting military officers, and these eventually took their place. The 
thinkers, politicians, and party activists who dominated before 1958 had 
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almost disappeared by 1966. Syria’s Regional Command, for example, 
included no soldiers before 1960; after that, they increasingly dominated it. 
Indeed, every Ba‘thist officer who played a major role between then and 1970 
had been a member of the Military Committee, and its three founders domi- 
nated Syrian politics in the quarter-century after 1963. 


Regionalism 


Syrian leaders need irredentism and ideology; so when the UAR soured Pan- 
Arabism for Syrians, another vision had to take its place. Ba‘thists split be- 
tween those (such as the party founders Michel ‘Aflaq and Salah ad-Din al-Bitar) 
who remained faithful to Pan-Arabism and those (including the Military Com- 
mittee leaders) who stressed the importance of Syria. The former came to be 
known as Nationalists (Qawmiyun), the latter as Regionalists (Qutriyun). 
Regionalists made Syria (not the Arab nation) their primary field of action. 
Indeed, they concentrated so intensely on Syria that “Aflaq, the Ba‘th ideologue, 
accused them of working for a provincial separatism (iglimiya) resembling that 
of the SSNP. 14 Sati‘ al-Husri, the theoretician of Pan-Arabism and keeper of its 
flame, wrote disapprovingly about “the strange matter of Ba‘thists taking up 
Syrianism” after 1961.15 

The regionalist heresy tended to attract minorities; Sunnis tended to stick 
with Pan-Arabism. Not surprisingly, the Military Committee, with its mostly 
minority makeup, opted for regionalism. This began a self-perpetuating cycle: 
as the Ba‘th Party’s change attracted more minority members, Sunnis found the 
party less appealing. Nonetheless, the turn toward Syria appears to have been 
in tune with the general mood in Syria, for the travails of union with Egypt 
strengthened the sense of a Syrian identity. Many Syrians who had abandoned 
their dream of immersion in the Arab nation found an attractive substitute in 
the Syrian nation. Those who had previously dismissed the existing polity as 
meaningless newly appreciated it. 

Disillusion with Pan-Arabism was expressed as early as August 1960, when 
the Ba‘th Party’s Fourth National Congress stated, in the party’s characteris- 
tically stilted language that “in the minds of a part of the people [a circumlocu- 
tion for the minorities], the concept of Pan-Arabism is associated with Islamic 
sectarianism and subordination to the United Arab Republic [i.e., Egypt].” 16 
Ba‘th leaders also codified the party’s shift from Pan-Arabism. Ambitious Ba‘th 
rhetoric about the “eternal mission” of the unified Arab nation gave way at 
that meeting to modest talk of confederation between existing Arab states. The 
congress declared it sufficient to “work for Arab unity as an ultimate goal, and 
not as a political plan intended for immediate execution.”!7 The decision to 
downplay Pan-Arabism was confidential at the time, and, although published 
in a volume of documents in Beirut in 1965, it appears to remain to this day 
little known to the Syrian public. 

For a substitute political ideology, the Regionalists chose radical social 
transformation. This became clear at the party’s Sixth National Congress in 
October 1963, when the central Ba‘th goal was officially changed from Pan- 
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Arabism to a form of Leninist socialism. A key document, Some Theoretical 
Propositions, made this new priority explicit: “Socialism is the true goal of 
Arab unity. .. . Arab unity is the obligatory basis for constructing a socialist 
society.”18 In other words, Pan-Arabism was to be the means; economic and 
social transformation was the end. 

From 1963 on, Pan-Arabism no longer drove the Ba‘th Party in Syria. 
Avraham Ben-Tzur dubbed the party that came out of all these alterations the 
Neo-Ba'th, a useful term, for the party had changed in every respect. John F. 
Devlin explained: 


The Ba‘th Party, which started with unity as its overwhelming top priority, 
which was prepared to work within a variety of Middle Eastern political 
systems, which wanted social justice in the society, had pretty much disap- 
peared by the early 1960s. In its place arose Ba‘th organizations which focused 
primarily on their own region, which advocated, and created where possible, 
authoritarian centralized governments, which rested heavily on military 
power and which were very close to other socialist movements and were less 
distinctively Ba‘thist.19 


Munif ar-Razzaz, a disillusioned Ba‘thist, noted that it was widely believed that 
the Ba‘th Party ruled Syria; but, after 1961, there were actually two parties— 
“the military Ba‘th Party and the Ba‘th Party, and real power lay with the 
former.”2° Razzaz further argued (as paraphrased by Martin Seymour) that 
the military Ba‘th 


was and remains Ba'thist only in name: that it was and remains little more 
than a military clique with civilian hangers-on: and that from the initial 
founding of the Military Committee by disgruntled Syrian officers exiled in 
Cairo in 1959, the chain of events and the total corruption of Ba‘thism pro- 
ceeded with inexorable logic.?! 


Further changes in government only confirmed the evolution away from Pan- 
Arabism. Salah ad-Din al-Bitar observed, with reason, that the 1966 coup 
“marked the end of Ba'‘thist politics in Syria.”22 Michel ‘Aflaq put the 
same sentiment more pungently: “I no longer recognize my party!”23 Most 
of the decisions reached in 1963 remained in place a quarter of a century 
later, though Asad abandoned the goal of a radical social and political trans- 
formation. 

The shift away from Pan-Arabism began in 1958 and was effectively com- 
pleted eight years later. Other changes during this turbulent period included 
the ending of democratic elections, the radicalization of politics, and the politi- 
cal rise of two new elements—the armed forces and the ‘Alawi community. It 
remains to be seen how Pan-Syrianism became the ideology of the Syrian state 
between 1970 and 1974. 


The ‘Alawi Heresy to 1920 


By 1966, Syrians had become disillusioned with Pan-Arabism and turned to 
Lesser Syria. But what caused them to turn to Pan-Syrianism? The fourth and 
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last stage in the evolution from the Arab nation to the Syrian nation remains to 
be accounted for. A theoretical explanation is not hard to find, for (as noted 
earlier) the political culture of Syria requires a combination of radical ideology 
and irredentist claim. Therefore, when Pan-Arabism had been discredited, Pan- 
Syrianism was the only alternative doctrine that could fully replace it. 

How specifically did this shift come about? What was the mechanism of 
change? Disaffection of the Syrian populace from their “Alawi-dominated gov- 
ernment appears to have been the major factor. Therefore, to understand the 
political dynamics of the period after 1966, it is vital to appreciate the place of 
the “Alawi religion in Syria, the historic relations between Sunnis and “Alawis, 
and the twentieth-century ascent of the “Alawis. Profound changes in “Alawi- 
Sunni relations established the context for Syrian public life in the 1970s; and 
so, before proceeding with the rise of Pan-Syrianism in the Asad era,24 we first 
turn back several hundred years and consider the “Alawis’ place in politics, 
then follow their changes through the twentieth century. 


People and Faith 


“Alawi is the term that “Alawis (also called “Alawites) usually apply to them- 
selves; but until 1920, they were known to the outside world as Nusayris or 
Ansaris. The change in name—imposed by the French upon their seizure of 
control in Syria—has significance. Whereas Nusayri emphasizes the group’s 
differences from Islam, “Alawi suggests an adherent of ‘Ali (the son-in-law of 
the Prophet Muhammad) and accentuates the religion’s similarities to Shiʻi 
Islam.25 Consequently, opponents of the Asad regime habitually use the for- 
mer term; supporters of the regime use the latter. 

“Alawis today number approximately 1.3 million, of whom about a million 
live in Syria. They constitute nearly 12 percent of the Syrian population. Three- 
quarters of the Syrian “Alawis live in Latakia, a province in the northwest of 
Syria, where they make up almost two-thirds of the population. 

“Alawi doctrines date from the ninth century A.D. and derive from the 
Twelver or Imami branch of Shi‘i Islam (the sect that predominates in Iran). In 
about a.D. 859, one Ibn Nusayr declared himself the bab (“gateway to truth”), 
a key figure in Shi‘i theology. On the basis of this authority, Ibn Nusayr 
proclaimed a host of new doctrines? which, to make a long story short, make 
“Alawism into a separate religion. According to Ibn Kathir (d. 1372), where 
Muslims proclaim their faith with the phrase “There is no deity but God and 
Muhammad is His prophet,” “Alawis assert “There is no deity but “Ali, no veil 
but Muhammad, and no bab but Salman.”27 “Alawis reject Islam’s main tenets; 
by almost any standard they must be considered non-Muslims. 

Some ‘Alawi doctrines appear to derive from Phoenician paganism, 
Mazdakism and Manicheanism. But by far the greatest affinity is with Chris- 
tianity. “Alawi religious ceremonies involve bread and wine; indeed, wine 
drinking has a sacred role in “Alawism, for it represents God.28 The religion 
holds ‘Ali, the fourth caliph, to be the (Jesus-like) incarnation of divinity.2? It 
has a holy trinity, consisting of Muhammad, “Ali, and Salman al-Farisi, a freed 
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slave of Muhammad’s. “Alawis celebrate many Christian festivals, including 
Christmas, New Year’s on 1 January, Epiphany, Easter, Pentacost, and Palm 
Sunday. They honor many Christian saints: St. Catherine, St. Barbara, St. 
George, St. John the Baptist, St. John Chrysostom, and St. Mary Magdalene. 
The Arabic equivalents of Christian personal names such as Gabriel, John, 
Matthew, Catherine, and Helen are in common use. And “Alawis tend to show 
more friendliness to Christians than to Muslims. 

For these reasons, many observers, especially missionaries, have suspected 
the ‘Alawis of a secret Christian proclivity. Even T. E. Lawrence described 
them as “those disciples of a cult of fertility, sheer pagan, antiforeign, distrust- 
ful of Islam, drawn at moments to Christianity by common persecution.”3° 
The Jesuit scholar Henri Lammens unequivocably concluded from his research 
that “the Nusayris were Christians” and that their practices combined Chris- 
tian with Shi‘i elements.31 

The specifics of the ‘Alawi faith are hidden not just from outsiders but even 
from the majority of the ‘Alawis themselves. In contrast to Islam, which is 
premised on direct relations between God and the individual believer, 
“Alawism permits only males born of two “Alawi parents to learn the religious 
doctrines. When deemed trustworthy, these are initiated into some of the rites 
at sixteen to twenty years of age; other mysteries are revealed later and only 
gradually. Religious secrecy is strictly maintained, on pain of death and being 
reincarnated as a vile animal. Whether the latter threat is made good, mortals 
cannot judge, but the first certainly is. Thus, the most renowned apostate from 
“Alawism, Sulayman Efendi al-Adhani, was assassinated for divulging the sect’s 
mysteries. Even more impressive, at a time of sectarian tension in the 
mid-1960s, the suggestion that the “Alawi officers running the country publish 
the secret books of their religion caused Salah Jadid to respond with horror, 
saying that, were this done, the religious leaders “would crush us.”32 

Women do most of the hard labor; they are prized “precisely because of the 
work they do that men will not do except grudgingly, finding it incompatible 
with their dignity.”33 Women are never inducted into the mysteries (“Would 
you have us teach them whom we use, our holy faith?”)34; indeed, their 
uncleanliness requires their exclusion from all religious rituals. Females are 
thought to retain the pagan cult of worshipping trees, meadows, and hills, and 
to have no souls.35 In all, women are treated abominably; but one consequence 
of this disrespect is that they need not be veiled and enjoy greater freedom of 
movement than do Muslim women. 

Unveiled women and several other “Alawi practices—in particular, that 
wine drinking is permitted and that some ceremonies take place at night—long 
excited Muslim suspicions about “Alawi behavior. Then, too, the obsessive 
secrecy inherent in the religion suggested to many Sunnis that the ‘Alawis had 
something to hide. But what? Over the centuries, the Sunnis’ imaginations 
supplied a highly evocative answer: sexual abandon and perversion. 

Thus, the theologian al-Ash‘ari (874—936) held that “Alawism encouraged 
male sodomy and incestuous marriages, and the founder of the Druze religious 
doctrine, Hamza ibn “Ali (d. 1021), wrote that ‘Alawis consider “the male 
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member entering the female nature to be the emblem of their spiritual doc- 
trine.”3© Accordingly, “Alawi men freely share their wives with coreligionists. 
These and other accusations survived undiminished through the centuries and 
even circulated among Europeans.3” A British traveler of the early 1840s, who 
was probably repeating local rumors, wrote that “the institution of marriage is 
unknown, When a young man grows up he buys his wife.”38 Even ‘Alawis 
believed in the “conjugal communism” of their religious leaders.39 Such 
calumnies remain a mainstay of the anti-‘Alawi propaganda circulating in Syria 
today. 

Although the charges are false, ‘Alawis do reject Islam’s sacred law, the 
Shari‘a, and therefore indulge in all manner of activities that Islamic doctrine 
strictly forbids. “Alawis ignore Islamic sanitary practices, dietary restrictions, 
sexual mores, and religious rituals. Likewise, they pay little attention to the 
fasting, almsgiving, and pilgrimage ceremonies of Islam; indeed, they consider 
the pilgrimage to Mecca a form of idol worship. “Spiritual marriages” between 
young (male) initiates and their religious mentors probably lie at the root of the 
charges of homosexuality. 

Most striking of all, “Alawis have no prayers or places of worship; indeed 
they have no religious structures other than tomb shrines. Prayers take place in 
private houses, usually those of religious leaders. The fourteenth-century trav- 
eler Ibn Battuta described how they responded to a government decree order- 
ing the construction of mosques: “Every village built a mosque far from the 
houses, which the villagers neither enter nor maintain. They often shelter cattle 
and asses in it. Often a stranger arrives and goes to the mosque to recite the 
[Islamic] call to prayer; then they yell to him, ‘Stop braying, your fodder is 
coming.’ ”4° Five centuries later another attempt was made to build mosques 
for the “Alawis, this time by the Ottoman authorities; despite official pressure, 
these were deserted, abandoned even by the religious functionaries, and once 
again used as barns. 

Beyond specific divergences, nonconformity to the Shari‘a means that 
“Alawi life follows its own rhythms, fundamentally unlike those of Muslims. 
“Alawis do not act like Sunni Muslims, with only slight differences; rather, they 
resemble Christians and Jews in their pursuing a wholly distinct way of life. 
Matti Moosa noted that, “like the other extremist Shiites . . . the Nusayris had 
total disregard for Muslim religious duties.”41 Ignaz Goldziher put it suc- 
cinctly: “This religion is Islam only in appearance.”4? It is important to make 
this point very clear: ‘Alawis have never been Muslims and are not now. 

Yet, as Ibn Battuta’s account suggests, there is a permanent inconsistency in 
the ‘Alawi wish to be seen as Muslim. In his case, it was mosques built and then 
neglected; at other times, it is some other half-hearted adoption of Islamic 
ways. ‘Alawis have a long history of claiming Islam when this suits their needs 
and ignoring it at other times. In short, like other sects of Shi‘i origin, “Alawis 
practice tagiya (religious dissimulation). This might mean, for example, pray- 
ing side by side with Sunni Muslims but silently cursing the Sunni caliphs. The 
apostate “Alawi, Sulayman Efendi al-Adhani, recounted having been sworn to 
dissimulate about his religion’s mysteries.43 An “Alawi saying explains the 
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sentiment behind tagiya: “We are the body and other sects are but clothing. 
However a man dresses does not change him. So we remain always Nusayris, 
even though we externally adopt the practices of our neighbors. Whoever does 
not dissimulate is a fool, for no intelligent person goes naked in the market.”44 
Another “Alawi phrase expresses this sentiment succinctly: “Dissimulation is 
our righteous war!” (al-kitman jihadna).45 

A British traveler observed in 1697 that the “Alawis are 


of a strange and singular character. For ’tis their principle to adhere to no 
certain religion; but camelion-like [sic], they put on the colour of religion, 
whatever it be, which is reflected upon them from the persons with whom they 
happen to converse. ... No body was ever able to discover what shape or 
standard their consciences are really of. All that is certain concerning them is, 
that they make much and good wine, and are great drinkers.*6 


A hundred and fifty years later, Benjamin Disraeli described the ‘Alawis in a 
conversation in the novel Tancred: 


“Are they Moslemin?” 

“It is very easy to say what they are not, and that is about the extent of any 
knowledge we have of them; they are not Moslemin, they are not Christian, 
they are not Druzes, and they are not Jews, and certainly they are not Guebres 
[Zoroastrians].”47 


Sulayman Efendi al-Adhani explained this flexibility from within: 


They take on the outward practices of all sects. If they meet [Sunni] Muslims, 
they swear to them and say, “We are like you, we fast and we pray.” But they 
fast improperly. If they enter a mosque with Muslims, they do not recite any of 
the prayers; instead, they lower and raise their bodies like the Muslims, while 
cursing Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and other [major figures of the Sunni 
tradition].48 


Taqiya permitted “Alawis to blow with the wind. When France ruled, they 
portrayed themselves as lost Christians. When Pan-Arabism was in favor, they 
became fervent Arabs.4? More than ten thousand “Alawis living in Damascus 
pretended to be Sunnis in the years before Asad came to power, only revealing 
their true identities when this became politically useful.5° During Asad’s presi- 
dency, concerted efforts were made to portray the “Alawis as Twelver Shi‘is. 


Relations with Sunnis 


Mainstream Muslims, Sunni and Shi‘ alike, traditionally disregarded “Alawi 
efforts at dissimulation; they viewed ‘“Alawis as beyond the pale of Islam—as 
non-Muslims. Hamza ibn ‘Ali, who saw the religion’s appeal lying in its perver- 
sity, articulated this view: “The first thing that promotes the wicked Nusayri is 
the fact that all things normally prohibited to humans—murder, stealing, 
lying, calumny, fornication, pederasty—are permitted to he or she who accepts 
[‘Alawi doctrines].”5' Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (1058—1111), the Thomas 
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Aquinas of Islam, wrote that the “Alawis “apostacize in matters of blood, 
money, marriage, and butchering, so it is a duty to kill them.”52 

Ahmad ibn Taymiya (1268—1328), the still highly influential Sunni writer 
of Syrian origin, wrote in a fatwa (religious decision) that “the Nusayris are 
more infidel than Jews or Christians, even more infidel than many polytheists. 
They have done greater harm to the community of Muhammad than have the 
warring infidels such as the Franks, the Turks, and others. To ignorant Mus- 
lims they pretend to be Shiʻis, though in reality they do not believe in God or 
His prophet or His book.” Ibn Taymiya warned of the mischief their enmity 
could do: “Whenever possible, they spill the blood of Muslims. . . . They are 
always the worst enemies of the Muslims.” In conclusion, he argued that “war 
and punishment in accordance with Islamic law against them are among the 
greatest of pious deeds and the most important obligations” for a Muslim.53 

From the fourteenth century on, Sunnis used the term Nusayri to mean 
pariah. “Alawis had had no recognized position in the millet (sectarian) system 
of the Ottoman Empire. An Ottoman decree from 1571 notes that “ancient 
custom” required “Alawis to pay extra taxes to the authorities and justified this 
on the grounds that “Alawis “neither practice the fast [of Ramadan] nor the 
ritual prayers, nor do they observe any precepts of the Islamic religion.”54 
Sunnis often saw food produced by ‘Alawis as unclean and did not eat it. 
According to Jacques Weulersse, “no ‘Alawi would dare enter a Muslim mos- 
que. Formerly, not one of their religious leaders was able to go to town on the 
day of public prayer [Friday] without risk of being stoned. Any public demon- 
stration of the community’s separate identity was taken as a challenge [by the 
Sunnis].”55 

Sunnis were not alone in reading “Alawis out of Islam—mainstream Shi‘is 
did likewise. And ‘Alawis in turn saw both groups as deficient. 


Sunni heresiographers excoriated Alawi beliefs and viewed the Alawis as dis- 
believers (kuffar) and idolators (mushrikun). Twelver Shi‘i heresiographers 
were only slightly less vituperative and regarded the Alawis as ghulat, “those 
who exceed” all bounds in their deification of Ali. The Alawis, in turn, held 
Twelver Shi‘is to be mugassira, “those who fall short” of fathoming Ali’s 
divinity.5¢ 


There was one exception to this consensus that “Alawis were not Muslims. 
Toward the end of the nineteenth century, as Christian missionaries began 
taking an interest in the “‘Alawis, Ottoman authorities tried to bring them into 
Islam. The French already had special ties to their fellow Catholics, the Mar- 
onites, and the authorities in Istanbul feared a similar bond being created with 
the ‘Alawis. So they built mosques in the ‘Alawi areas, built schools to teach 
Islam, pressured ‘Alawi religious leaders to adopt Sunni practices, and gener- 
ally tried to make the ‘Alawis act like proper Muslims. This isolated case of 
Sunnis reaching out to ‘Alawism came to an end after a few decades and had 
very little impact on ‘Alawi behavior. 

The Islamic religion reserves a special hostility for “Alawis. Like other post- 
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Islamic sects (such as the Baha’is and Ahmadis), they are seen to contradict the 
key Islamic tenet that God’s last revelation went to Muhammad, and this 
Muslims find utterly unacceptable. Islamic law acknowledges the legitimacy of 
Judaism and Christianity because those religions preceded Islam; accordingly, 
Jews and Christians may maintain their faiths. But “Alawis are denied this 
privilege. Indeed, the precepts of Islam call for apostates such as the ‘Alawis to 
be sold into slavery or executed. In the nineteenth century, a Sunni shaykh, 
Ibrahim al-Maghribi, issued a fatwa to the effect that Muslims may freely take 
‘Alawi property and lives; and a British traveler records being told, “these 
Ansayrii, it is better to kill one than to pray a whole day.” 57 

Frequently persecuted—some twenty thousand were massacred in 1317 
and half that number in 151658—the “Alawis insulated themselves geograph- 
ically from the outside world by staying within their own rural regions. 
Jacques Weulersse explained their predicament: 


Defeated and persecuted, the heterodox sects disappeared or, to survive, 
renounced proselytism. . . . The “Alawis silently entrenched themselves in their 
mountains. . . . Isolated in rough country, surrounded by a hostile population, 
henceforth without communications with the outside world, the ‘Alawis began 
to live out their solitary existence in secrecy and repression. Their doctrine, 
entirely formed, evolved no further.5? 


E. Janot described the problem: “Bullied by the Turks, victim of a determined 
ostracism, fleeced by his Muslim landlord, the ‘Alawi hardly dared leave his 
mountain region, where isolation and poverty itself protected him.”60 In the 
late 1920s, less than half of one percent lived in towns, just 771 ‘Alawis out of 
a population of 176,285.61 In 1945, just 56 “Alawis were recorded living in 
Damascus®? (though many others may have been hiding their identity). For 
good reason, “the name Nusayri became synonymous with peasant.”®3 The 
few ‘Alawis who did live away from their mountains routinely practiced taq- 
iya. Even today, “Alawis dominate the rural areas of Latakia but make up only 
11 percent of the residents in that region’s capital city. 

Centuries of hostility took their toll on the ‘Alawi psyche. In addition to 
praying for the damnation of their Sunni enemies, “Alawis attacked outsiders. 
They acquired a reputation as fierce and unruly mountain people who resisted 
paying the taxes they owed the authorities and frequently plundered Sunni 
villagers on the plains. John Lewis Burckhardt observed in 1812 that those 
villagers “hold the Anzeyrys [Ansaris] in contempt for their religion, and fear 
them, because they often descend from the mountains in the night, cross the 
Aaszy [“Asi, or Orontes River], and steal, or carry off by force, the cattle of the 
valley.” 64 

Matters seemed to be even worse in 1860, when Samuel Lyde added that 
“nothing is thought of thus killing a Mussulman as a natural enemy, or a 
Christian as an unclean thing.”®5 About the same time, a British travel-guide 
writer warned of the cool reception to be expected from the “Alawis: “They are 
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a wild and somewhat savage race, given to plunder, and even bloodshed, when 
their passions are excited or suspicion roused.” With wonderful understate- 
ment, the author concluded, “their country must therefore be traversed with 
caution.” 66 

“Alawis retreated to the mountains because of persecution; they then 
remained there, shielded from the world at large, lacking political power 
beyond their region’s confines, isolated from the larger polities around them, 
almost outside the bounds of historical change. The survival well into the 
twentieth century of archaic practices made the “Alawi region (in Jacques 
Weulersse’s turn of phrase) a “fossile country.” Little changed in that country 
because “it is not the Mountain that is humanized; man, rather, is made 
savage.” ‘Alawis suffered as a result: “the refuge they had conquered became a 
prison; though masters of the Mountain they could not leave.”®7 

Governments had difficulty subduing the ‘Alawi territory; indeed, it only 
came under Ottoman control in the late 1850s. Pacification of the region then 
led to Sunni economic inroads and the formation of an “Alawi underclass. As 
badly educated peasants lacking in political organization or military strength, 
“Alawis typically worked farms belonging to Sunni Arab landlords, receiving 
but a fifth of the produce. Ottoman agents would often exact double or triple 
the taxes due in the Latakia region. 

“Alawis were so badly off after World War J that many of the youth left 
their homeland to work elsewhere. Sons left to find menial labor or to join the 
armed forces. Many thousands of daughters went off at the age of seven or 
eight years to work as domestics for urban Sunni Arabs. Because many of them 
also ended up as mistresses (one estimate holds that a quarter of all “Alawi 
children in the 1930s and 1940s had Sunni fathers),°8 both Muslims and 
“Alawis saw this practice as deeply shameful. In some cases, daughters were 
even sold. It is no exaggeration to say, as does one indigenous historian, that 
“Alawis “were among the poorest of the East.” The Reverend Samuel Lyde 
went even further, writing in 1860 that “the state of [‘Alawil] society is a perfect 
hell upon earth.”7° 

The political effects of poverty were exacerbated by the nature of these 
divisions, which followed geographic and communal lines. Sunnis who lived in 
the towns enjoyed a much greater wealth and dominated the “Alawi peasants. 
Jacques Weulersse described in 1934 how each community “lives apart with its 
own customs and its own laws. Not only are they different but they are hostile 
... the idea of mixed marriages appears to be inconceivable.”7! In 1946, he 
added that “the antagonism between urban and rural people goes so deep that 
one can almost speak of two different populations co-existing within one 
political framework.”72 A generation later, Nikolaos van Dam observed, 
“Urban-rural contrasts were sometimes so great that the cities seemed like 
settlements of aliens who sponged on the poverty-stricken rural population. 
. .. In the course of time, the Alawi community developed a strong distrust of 
the Sunnis who had so often been their oppressors.”73 This “Alawi resentment 
of Sunnis has proven enormously consequential in recent years. 
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The Rise of the ‘Alawis, 1920—1970 


The ‘Alawis’ ascent took place over the course of half a century. In 1920, they 
were still the lowly minority just described; by 1970, they firmly ruled Syria. 
This stunning transformation took place in three stages: the French mandate 
(1920—46), the period of Sunni dominance (1946—63), and the era of “Alawi 
consolidation (1963—70). 


The French Mandate, 1920—1946 


According to Yusuf al-Hakim, a prominent Syrian politician, the ‘Alawis 
adopted a pro-French attitude even before the French conquest of Damascus in 
July 1920. “The ‘Alawis saw themselves in a state of grace after hell; accord- 
ingly, they were dedicated to the French mandate and did not send a delegation 
to the [General] Syrian Congress.””4 So intensely did they oppose Prince 
Faysal, the Sunni Arab ruler of Syria in 1918—20 whom they suspected 
of wanting to dominate them, that they launched a rebellion against his 
rule in 1919, using French arms. According to one well-informed observer, 
the ‘Alawis cursed Islam and prayed “for the destruction of the Ottoman 
Empire.”75 General Gouraud received a telegram in late 1919 from seventy- 
three “Alawi chiefs representing different tribes, who asked for “the establish- 
ment of an independent Nusayri union under our absolute protection. ”76 

Two years later, the ‘Alawis rebelled against French rule under the leader- 
ship of Salih al-*Ali, an event that the Asad government has proudly pointed to 
as an anti-imperialist credential. But a close look”7 suggests that the revolt had 
more to do with the fact that the Isma‘ilis had sided with France; given the state 
of Isma‘ili-Alawi relations, this led to hostilities between the “Alawis and the 
French. As soon as the French authorities granted autonomy to the ‘Alawis, 
they won ‘Alawi support. 

Indeed, the establishment of French rule after World War I benefited the 
‘Alawis more than any other community. French efforts to cooperate with the 
minorities meant the “Alawis gained political autonomy and escaped Sunni 
control; the state of Latakia was set up on 1 July 1922. They also gained legal 
autonomy; a 1922 decision to end Sunni control of court cases involving 
“Alawis transferred these cases to “Alawi jurists.78 The ‘Alawi state enjoyed low 
taxation and a sizable French subsidy. It also acquired its own flag and postage 
stamps. Not surprisingly, “Alawis accepted all these changes with enthusiasm. 
As an anti-‘Alawi historian later put it, “At the time when resistance move- 
ments were mounted against the French mandate, when Damascus, Aleppo, 
and the Hawran witnessed continuous rebellions on behalf of Syrian unity and 
independence, the Nusayris were blessing the division of the country into tiny 
statelets.”79 

In return, “Alawis helped maintain French rule. They turned out in large 
numbers when most Syrians boycotted the French-sponsored elections of Janu- 
ary 1926.89 They provided a disproportionate number of soldiers to the gov- 
ernment, forming about half of the eight infantry battalions making up the 
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Troupes Spéciales du Levant,8! serving as police, and supplying intelligence. As 
late as May 1945, the vast majority of Troupes Spéciales remained loyal to 
their French commanders. “Alawis broke up Sunni demonstrations, shut down 
strikes, and quelled rebellions. ‘Alawis publicly favored the continuation of 
French rule, fearing that France’s departure would lead to a reassertion of 
Sunni control. Henri de Jouvenel, the French high commissioner for Syria 
(1925—27), quoted a leading “Alawi politician telling him: “We have succeeded 
in making more progress in three or four years than we had in three or four 
centuries. Leave us therefore in our present situation.” 82 

Pro-French sentiment was expressed especially clearly in 1936, when the 
temporary incorporation of the “Alawi state into Syria provoked wide protests. 
A March 1936 petition referred to union with the Sunnis as “slavery.”83 On 11 
June 1936, an ‘Alawi leader wrote a letter to Prime Minister Léon Blum of 
France, reminding him of “the profoundness of the abyss that separates us 
from the [Sunni] Syrians,” and asking him to “imagine the disastrous catas- 
trophe that would follow” incorporation.84 

Days later, six “Alawi notables (including Sulayman Asad, Hafiz al-Asad’s 
grandfather) sent another letter to Blum in which they made several points: 
“Alawis differ from Sunnis religously and historically; “Alawis refuse to be 
joined to Syria, for it is a Sunni state and Sunnis consider them unbelievers 
(kafirs); ending the mandate would expose the ‘Alawis to mortal danger; “the 
spirit of religious feudalism” makes the country unfit for self-rule; therefore, 
France should secure the “Alawis’ freedom and independence by staying in 
Syria.85 

An “Alawi note to the French government in July 1936 asked: “Are the 
French today ignorant that the Crusades would have succeeded if their for- 
tresses had been in northeast Syria, in the Land of the Nusayris?. . . We are the 
people most faithful to France.”8¢ Even more strongly worded was a petition 
of September 1936, signed by four hundred fifty thousand “Alawis, Christians, 
and Druzes, which read: 


The “Alawis believe that they are humans, not beasts ready for slaughter. No 
power in the world can force them to accept the yoke of their traditional and 
hereditary enemies to be slaves forever. ... The ‘Alawis would profoundly 
regret the loss of their friendship and loyal attachment to noble France, which 
has until now been so loved, admired, and adored by them.87 


Although Latakia lost its autonomous status in December 1936, the province 
continued to benefit from a “special administrative and financial regime.”88 

‘Alawi resistance to Sunni rule took a new turn in 1939 with the launching 
of an armed rebellion led by Sulayman al-Murshid, the “half-sinister, half- 
ludicrous figure of the obese, illiterate, miracle-working ‘god.’”89 Murshid, a 
bandit who proclaimed himself divine, challenged Sunni rule with French 
weapons and some five thousand ‘Alawi followers. In the words of a 1944 
British consular report, “The local Alaouite leaders, whose conception of the 
new order in Syria is a Nationalist Government who will treat them after the 
fashion of the French, upholding their authority and condoning their excesses, 
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are doing their best to combine, and the movement appears to be supported by 
the French.”99 Murshid succeeded in keeping Damascus’s authority out of the 
“Alawi territories. 

Right up to independence, ‘Alawi leaders continued to submit petitions to 
the French in favor of continued French patronage. For example, a manifesto 
signed by twelve leaders in March 1945 called for all ‘Alawi soldiers to remain 
under French command and for French arbitration of disputes between the 
“Alawi government and Damascus.?! 


Sunni Dominance, 1946-1963 


It was the Sunnis, and especially the urban Sunni elite, who inherited the 
government when the French mandate ended in 1946. Even after indepen- 
dence, “Alawis continued to resist submission to the central government. Sulay- 
man al-Murshid led a second revolt in 1946, ending in his execution. A third 
unsuccessful uprising, led by Murshid’s son, took place in 1952. The failure of 
these efforts led “Alawis to look into the possibility of attaching Latakia to 
Lebanon or Transjordan—anything to avoid absorption into Syria. These acts 
of resistance further tarnished the ‘Alawis’ already poor reputation among 
Sunnis. 

When they came to power, the Sunni rulers in Damascus spared no effort to 
integrate Latakia into Syria (in part because this region offered the only access 
to the sea). Overcoming armed resistance, they abolished the “Alawi state, 
‘Alawi military units, “Alawi seats in parliament, and courts applying ‘Alawi 
laws of personal status. These measures had some success; “Alawis became 
reconciled to Syrian citizenship after the crushing of a Druze revolt in 1954 
and henceforth gave up the dream of a separate state. This change of outlook, 
which seemed to be a matter of relatively minor importance at the time, in fact 
ushered in a new era of Syrian political life: the political ascent of the “Alawis. 

Once they recognized that their future lay within Lesser Syria, the “Alawis 
began a rapid rise to power. Two key institutions, the armed forces and the 
Ba‘th Party, had special importance in their transformation. 

Even though the special circumstances which had brought them into the 
military lapsed with the French departure, “Alawis and other minorities con- 
tinued after independence to be overrepresented in the army. Old soldiers 
remained in service, and new ones kept coming in. Given the Sunni attitude 
toward “Alawis, the persistence of large numbers of “Alawis in the armed forces 
is surprising. This anomaly resulted from several factors. First, the military 
retained its reputation as a place for the minorities. Patrick Seale observed that 
Sunni landed families, “being predominantly of nationalist sentiment, despised 
the army as a profession: to join it between the wars was to serve the French. 
Homs [Military Academy] to them was a place for the lazy, the rebellious, the 
academically backward, or the socially undistinguished.”92 For the non- 
Sunnis, however, Homs was a place of opportunity for the ambitious and 
talented. 

Second, the Sunni rulers virtually ignored the army as a tool of state; 
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fearing its power in domestic politics, they begrudged it funds, kept it small, 
and rendered military careers unattractive. Third, the dire economic predica- 
ment of the ‘Alawis and other rural peoples meant that they could not pay the 
fee to exempt their children from military service. More positively, those chil- 
dren saw military service as a means to make a decent living. 

Accordingly, although the proportion of “Alawis entering the Homs Mili- 
tary Academy declined after 1946, “Alawis remained overrepresented in the 
officer corps. A report from 1949 stated that “persons originating from the 
minorities” commanded “all units of any importance” in the Syrian military.?3 
(This did not mean just ‘Alawis; for example, the bodyguard of President 
Husni az-Za‘im in 1949 was entirely Circassian.) “Alawis formed a plurality 
among the soldiers and some two-thirds of the noncommissioned officers. 
According to one count, they constituted 65 percent of the noncommissioned 
officers in 1955. 

Sunni leaders apparently believed that reserving the top positions for them- 
selves would suffice to control the military forces. Accordingly, minorities 
filled the lower ranks and for some years found it difficult to rise above the 
company level. Ironically, this discrimination actually served them well; as 
senior officers engaged in innumerable military coups d’état between 1949 and 
1963, each change of government was accompanied by ruinous power strug- 
gles among the Sunnis, leading to resignations and the depletion of Sunni 
ranks. Wags claimed, with some justice, that there were more officers outside 
the Syrian army than inside it. Standing apart from these conflicts, the non- 
Sunnis, and “Alawis especially, benefited from the repeated purges.94 As Sunni 
officers eliminated each other, “Alawis inherited their positions. With time, 
‘“Alawis became increasingly senior; and, as one “Alawi rose through the ranks, 
he brought his kinsmen along. 

Purges and counterpurges during the 1946-63 period bred a deep mistrust 
between the officers. Never knowing who might be plotting against whom, 
superior officers frequently bypassed the normal hierarchy of command in 
favor of kinship bonds. As fear of betrayal came to dominate relations between 
military men, having reliable ethnic ties gave minority officers great advantage. 
In circumstances of almost universal suspicion, those officers within reliable 
networks could act far more effectively than those without. Sunnis entered the 
military as individuals, while ‘Alawis entered as members of a sect; the latter, 
therefore, prospered. ‘Alawi ethnic solidarity offered a far more enduring basis 
of cooperation than the shifting alliances formed by Sunni officers. 

In addition to the military, “Alawis also acquired power through the Ba‘th 
Party. From its earliest years, the Ba‘th held special attraction for Syrians of 
rural and minority backgrounds, including the ‘Alawis, who joined in dis- 
proportionately large numbers (especially at the Ba‘th Party’s Latakia branch). 
Rural migrants who went to Damascus for educational purposes constituted a 
majority of the membership in the Ba‘th Party. They tended to be students of 
lower-middle-class origins, the sons of ex-peasants newly arrived in the towns. 
In Aleppo, for example, the Ba‘th claimed as members as many as three- 
quarters of the high school students in some schools. One of the founders of 
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the party was an “Alawi, Zaki al-Arsuzi, and he brought along many of his 
(rural) coreligionists to the Ba‘th. 

In particular, two doctrines appealed to the “Alawis: socialism and secular- 
ism. Socialism offered economic opportunities to the country’s poorest commu- 
nity. (The Ba‘th’s socialism was unclear, however, until the 1960s; only when 
the minorities took over did this feature become prominent). Secularism—the 
withdrawal of religion from public life—offered the promise of less prejudice 
to a despised minority. What could be more attractive to members of a down- 
trodden religious community than a combination of these two ideologies? 
Indeed, these aspects drew ‘Alawis (and other poor rural minorities) to the 
Ba‘th more than its Pan-Arab nationalism. 

The only rival to the Ba‘th was the SSNP, which offered roughly the same 
attractions. The two competed rather evenly for a decade, until the Ba‘th 
eliminated the SSNP through the Maliki affair in 1955. From then on, espe- 
cially in Syria, “‘Alawis were associated predominantly with the Ba‘th.95 


"Alawi Consolidation, 1963—1970 


Three changes in regime marked the “Alawi consolidation of power: the Ba‘th 
coup d’état of March 1963, the “Alawi coup of February 1966, and the Asad 
coup of November 1970. 

“Alawis had a major role in the coup of 8 March 1963 and took many of the 
key government positions in the Ba‘th regime that followed. Between 1963 and 
1966, sectarian battles pitting minorities against Sunnis took place within the 
military and the Ba‘th Party. 

First the military. To resist President Amin al-Hafiz, a Sunni, and to con- 
solidate their new position, “Alawi leaders flooded the military with co- 
sectarians. In this way, minority officers came to dominate the Syrian military 
establishment. When seven hundred vacancies opened in the army soon after 
the March 1963 coup, “Alawis filled half the positions. So restricted were 
Sunnis, some graduating cadets were denied their commissions to the officer 
corps. While “Alawis, Druze, and Isma‘ilis held politically sensitive positions in 
the Damascus region, Sunnis were sent to regions distant from the capital. 
Although communal affiliation did not drive every alliance,®® it provided the 
basis for most enduring relationships. “Alawi leaders such as Muhammad 
‘Umran built key units of members from their own religious community. Sunni 
officers often became figureheads, holding high positions but disposing of little 
power. In retaliation, Hafiz came to see nearly every “Alawi as an enemy and 
pursued blatant sectarian policies, for example, excluding “Alawis from some 
positions solely on the basis of communal affiliation. 

Even “Alawi officers who resisted confessionalism eventually succumbed to 
it. Political events solidified ties between “Alawis, reducing the tribal, social, 
and sectarian differences that historically had split them. Itamar Rabinovich, a 
foremost student of this period, explains how confessionalism acquired a 
dynamic of its own: 
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Jdid [Salah Jadid, ruler of Syria 1966—70] was among those who (for political 
reasons) denounced “Umran for promoting “sectarianism” (ta’ifiyya) but iron- 
ically he inherited the support of many “Alawi officers who had been advanced 
by ‘Umran. .. . The ‘Alawi officers promoted by ‘Umran realized that their 
overrepresentation in the upper echelons of the army was resented by the 
majority, and they seem to have rallied around J’did, by then the most promi- 
nent “Alawi officer in the Syrian army and the person deemed most likely to 
preserve their high but precarious position. It was also quite natural for [Amin 
al-]Hafiz . . . to try to gather Sunni officers around himself by accusing J’did 
of engaging in “sectarian” politics. ... The solidarity of [Jadid’s] ‘Alawi 
supporters seems to have been further cemented by the feeling that the issue 
had assumed a confessional character and that their collective and personal 
positions were at stake.?7 


The same factors caused Druze officers—also overrepresented in high military 
offices—to throw in their lot with the “Alawis in 1965. 

A similar dynamic occurred in the Ba‘th Party. Just as “Alawis filled more 
than half of seven hundred military vacancies, so they moved in numbers into 
the party. To make their recruitment possible, ideological requirements for 
admission were relaxed for two years after March 1963. Many party officials 
brought in members of their family, tribe, village, or sect. As an internal Ba‘th 
Party document of 1966 explained the problem, “friendship, family relation- 
ship and sometimes mere personal acquaintance were the basis” of admission 
to the party, leading to “the infiltration of elements alien to the party’s logic 
and points of departure.”98 While “Alawis brought in other ‘Alawis, many 
Sunnis were purged. Membership quintupled in the year after its accession to 
power, transforming the party from an ideological to a sectarian affiliation. 
The Ba‘th became an entirely different institution during its first two and half 
years in power (March 1963 to late 1965). 

These changes culminated in Hafiz’s decision in February 1966 to purge 
thirty officers of minority background from the army. Hearing of his plan, a 
group of mainly “Alawi Ba‘thist officers preempted Hafiz and took power on 
23 February in Syria’s bloodiest-ever change of government (about fifty per- 
sons died). Once in office, they purged rival officers belonging to other 
religious groups—first the Sunnis and Druze, then the Isma‘ilis—further exac- 
erbating communal tensions. “Alawi officers received the most important post- 
ings and acquired unprecedented power. The Regional Command of the Ba‘th 
Party, a key decision-making center, included no representatives at all during 
the 1966—70 period from the Sunni urban areas of Damascus, Aleppo, and 
Hama. Two-thirds of its members, however, were recruited from the rural and 
minority populations in Latakia, the Hawran, and Dayr az-Zur. The skewing 
was even more apparent among military officers on the Regional Command; 
during 1966—70, 63 percent came from Latakia alone. 

The ‘Alawi hold on power provoked bitter complaints from other commu- 
nities. A Druze military leader, Salim Hatum, told the press after he fled Syria 
that ‘Alawis in the army outnumbered the other religious communities by a 
ratio of five to one. He noted that “the situation in Syria was being threatened 
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by a civil war as a result of the growth of the sectarian and tribal spirit.” He 
also observed that “whenever a Syrian military man is questioned about his 
free officers, his answer will be that they have been dismissed and driven away, 
and that only ‘Alawi officers have remained.” Playing on the Ba‘th slogan, 
“One Arab nation with an eternal mission,” Hatum mocked the rulers in 
Damascus, saying that they believe in “One ‘Alawi state with an eternal mis- 
sion,” ?? 

‘Alawi domination did not ensure stability. Two ‘Alawi leaders, Salah Jadid 
and Hafiz al-Asad, fought each other for supremacy in Syria through the late 
1960s, a rivalry that ended only when Asad prevailed in November 1970. In 
addition to differences in outlook—Jadid was more the ideologue and Asad 
more the pragmatist—they represented diverse ‘Alawi sects. The September 
1970 war between the PLO and the Jordanian government was the decisive 
event in Asad’s rise to power. Jadid sent Syrian ground forces to help the 
Palestinians, but Asad refused to send air cover. The defeat of Syrian armor 
precipitated Asad’s bloodless coup d’état two months later. This, Syria’s tenth 
military coup d’état in seventeen years, was to be the last for a long time to 
come, It also virtually ended intra-“Alawi fighting. 

The man who won the long contest for control of Syria, Hafiz ibn ‘Ali ibn 
Sulayman al-Asad,!00 was born on 6 October 1930 in Qardaha, a village not 
far from the Turkish border and the seat of the ‘Alawi religious leader. Hafiz 
was the ninth of his father’s eleven children. The family belonged to the 
Numaylatiya branch of the Matawira tribe. (This means Asad’s ancestors 
came from Iraq in the 1120s.) 

Hafiz’s grandfather and father had completed the transition from peasant 
to minor notable, so that the family was relatively well-off by the time he was 
born. Thus, while Qardaha consisted mostly of dried mud houses, he grew up 
in a stone building. In later years, however, Asad cultivated a story of poverty, 
recounting to visitors, for example, about having to drop out of school until 
his father found the sixteen Syrian pounds to pay for his tuition.1°! True or 
not, Hafiz was a smart child and the first of his family to attend school. His 
parents sent him in 1939—40 to live in the nearby town of Latakia for studies. 
The next academic year, he returned to the Qardaha school. From 1944 to 
1951, he was back in Latakia, attending the Collége de Lattaquié, a top high 
school. 

Early in 1948, when only seventeen years old, Asad went to Damascus and 
volunteered in the Syrian army to help destroy the nascent state of Israel, only 
to be rejected as underage. Upon graduation in 1951, he enrolled in the Homs 
Military Academy and then transferred to the just-formed Aleppo Air School. 
Asad distinguished himself as a combat pilot and graduated as an officer in 
1955. Assigned that year to the Mezze Air Base (outside Damascus), he was 
soon sent to Egypt for a six-month training course in jet aircraft. Back in Syria 
during the Suez war, he shot one time at a British aircraft, without hitting it. In 
mid-1958, just after marrying Anisa Makhluf, Asad went to the Soviet Union 
for eleven months, where he learned how to fly the MiG-15s and -17s which 
had just arrived in Syria. There, he picked up a bit of the Russian language. 
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During the UAR years, he commanded a night-fighter squadron of MiG-19s 
near Cairo. 

Asad had been active in politics as early as 1945. While at the Collége de 
Lattaquié, he served as president of the Students’ Committee, then went on to 
be elected president of the National Union of Students. While still a student, he 
was jailed by the French authorities for political activities. Asad joined the 
Ba‘th Party soon after its creation in 1947 (making him one of the party’s 
earliest members). Even as he rose through the military ranks, he remained 
active in the Ba‘th Party. In 1959, during his exile in Egypt, Asad helped found 
the Military Committee and organized its activities. By that time, he had also 
begun the decade-long process of consolidating his position within the Syrian 
armed forces. 

The dissolution of the UAR in September 1961 precipitated a difficult two 
years for Asad. In short order, he found himself in jail in Egypt, Syria, and 
Lebanon. He spent a month and a half in an Egyptian jail by virtue of being a 
Syrian soldier stranded near Cairo. Asad was a powerful figure by that time, so 
on his return to Syria, the conservative leaders who had taken power in 
Damascus forced him to resign his commission as captain and put him in a 
minor position in the Department of Maritime Transportation. Asad hardly 
showed up for work, spending his time instead participating in Military Com- 
mittee activities. 

He ended up in Lebanese and Syrian jails for his part in the failed putsch in 
March 1962. He fled to Tripoli, Lebanon, where he was apprehended by the 
authorities and jailed for nine days, then extradited back to Syria, where he 
spent another few days in prison. This misadventure notwithstanding, Asad 
continued to engage in conspiratorial politics and played an important role in 
the March 1963 Ba‘th coup. He was rewarded for his efforts with a recall to 
the military and a meteoric rise through the ranks, going from captain in early 
1963 to major-general in December 1964 and field marshall in 1968. (He 
resigned from the military in 1970 or 1971.) Asad took command of the key 
air force base at Dumayr after the 1963 coup and quickly established his 
control over the entire air force—his power base during the subsequent years 
of turmoil. 

The 1963 coup gave Asad his first taste of adminstration and authority, 
and right from the start he proved very competent at both. His timely support 
for the rebellion in February 1966 proved decisive in the events that brought 
“Alawis to power; his reward was to be appointed defense minister just twenty 
minutes after the new regime had been proclaimed. This new position gave 
Asad an opportunity to extend his authority beyond the air force, especially to 
the combat forces of the army. He was already the most powerful figure in the 
country in 1968, but he bided his time before taking complete control. The 
moment came in November 1970, when he simultaneously ousted his last 
rival, Salah Jadid, and culminated the ‘Alawi rise to power in Syria. 


How did the ‘Alawis take over? Three theories have emerged to explain this 
unexpected development. One, favored by those unsympathetic to the Asad 
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regime, sees a long-term conspiracy. Annie Laurent suggested that, “deter- 
mined to get their revenge” after the failure of Sulayman al-Murshid, “the 
“Alawis put into effect a strategy of setting up cells in the army and the Ba‘th 
Party, and this won them power in Damascus.”1!02 Adherents of this view date 
the ‘Alawi ascent to 1959, the year of the Military Committee’s formation. 
Why, they ask, did leaders of this group keep its existence secret from the party 
authorities? This furtiveness suggests that the Military Committee from the 
beginning had a sectarian agenda. Matti Moosa argued that “it is almost 
certain that the officers were acting not as Baathists, but as Nusayris, with the 
intent of using the Baath and the armed forces to rise to power in Syria. The 
formation of the Military Committee was the beginning of their plan for a 
future takeover of the government.” 103 

This speculation is confirmed by the 1960 clandestine meeting of ‘Alawi 
religious leaders and officers (including Hafiz al-Asad) that reportedly took 
place in Qardaha, Asad’s hometown. “The main goal of this meeting was to 
plan how to forward the Nusayri officers into the ranks of the Ba‘th Party. 
They would then exploit it as a means to arrive at the rule in Syria.” 194 Three 
years later, another ‘Alawi meeting in Homs is said to have followed up the 
earlier initiatives. Among other steps, it called for the placement of more 
“Alawis in the Ba‘th Party and army. Further secret meetings of “Alawi leaders 
appear to have taken place later in the 1960s.105 

Analysts better disposed toward Asad tend to discount not just these meet- 
ings and a premeditated drive for power, but the sectarian factor more gener- 
ally. John F. Devlin, for example, denied that the disproportion of “Alawis in 
the army implied ‘Alawi dominance of Syria. He would resist seeing “every 
domestic disagreement in terms of a Sunni-“Alawi clash.” For him, the fact that 
“Alawis reached power was basically accidental: “The Ba‘th is a secular party, 
and it is heavy with minorities.”!°° Alasdair Drysdale called it “reductionist” 
to focus on ethnicity, arguing that this was one of many factors—geography, 
class, age, education, occupation—that defined the ruling elite.1°7 According 
to Yahya M. Sadowski, “sectarian loyalties play an insignificant role in the 
Ba‘th, and even confessional bonds are only one among many avenues by 
which patronage is extended.” 108 

The truth lies between conspiracy and accident. The “Alawis did not “plan 
for a future takeover” years in advance, nor was it mere chance that the Ba‘th 
Party was “heavy with minorities.” “Alawi power resulted from an unplanned 
but sectarian transformation of public life in Syria in which the Ba‘th- 
military-‘Alawi triad rose as an integral whole. Michael van Dusen explained: 
“From 1946 to 1963, Syria witnessed the gradual erosion of the national and 
eventually subnational political power of the traditional elite, not so much 
through the emergence of new and especially dynamic elites but rather by 
internal conflict.”109 Translated from the jargon of political science, van 
Dusen is saying that internal divisions caused non-Ba'‘th civilian Sunnis to lose 
power. This provided an opening that Ba'‘thist officers of “Alawi origins 
exploited. 

But which of these three aspects had the most importance? Were these 
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Ba‘thists who happened to be “Alawi soldiers, or were they soldiers who hap- 
pened to be Ba'thists and ‘Alawis? A third formulation is most accurate: these 
were ‘Alawis who happened to be Ba‘thists and soldiers. A chapel excluded the 
church. Without deprecating the critical roles of party and army, the ‘Alawi 
affiliation ultimately defined the rulers of Syria. Sunni responses to their new 
rulers bear out this view. 


‘Alawi Dominion since 1970 


The impact of the “Alawis’ taking power can hardly be exaggerated. Sunni 
Muslims saw Syria as their patrimony and interpreted the rise of the “Alawis as 
an act of usurpation. Conservative and wealthy Sunnis of Damascus and 
Aleppo formed the landlord class and owned the great commercial enterprises. 
They knew how to keep power through changes in government and shifting 
ideologies, having held nine-tenths of the administrative posts in the years 
before 1914 and virtually maintained this monopoly through the mandate 
period, despite French efforts to disenfranchise them. It was the Sunnis who 
then inherited the government at independence. 

This domination by the urban Sunni elite came to an end with the ‘Alawi 
takeover. In the process, some deeply held assumptions and long-standing 
relationships were reversed. Martin Kramer notes the rich irony inherent in the 
reversal of roles: 


The Alawis, having been denied their own state by the Sunni nationalists, had 
taken all of Syria instead. Arabism, once a convenient device to reconcile 
minorities to Sunni rule, now was used to reconcile Sunnis to the rule of 
minorities. The cause of Sunni primacy, once served by having Alawis recog- 
nized as Muslims, now demanded that the Alawis be vilified as unbelievers. ! 1° 


An ‘Alawi ruling Syria is like an untouchable becoming maharajah in India or a 
Jew becoming tsar in Russia—an unprecedented development shocking to the 
majority population which had monopolized power for so many centuries. The 
rise of this despised minority signaled “the complete social, economic and 
political ruin of the traditional Syrian political elite.” Michael van Dusen 
correctly described this as “the most significant political fact of twentieth 
century Syrian history and politics.”11! 


Monopolizing Power 


Between 1966 and 1970, ‘Alawis increasingly controlled key military and 
political positions in Syria, while Sunni representation in the officer corps was 
about half that in the general population. After 1970, “Alawis predominated in 
almost every one of the regime’s elite military organizations, such as the air 
force officer corps and the army’s Third Armored Division. They controlled 
every army division and strike unit. The rule of thumb was simple: if they 
wore distinctive uniforms, they were “Alawis. According to Moshe Ma’oz, 
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“Alawis made up 60 percent of the officer corps; by contrast, Sunnis con- 
stituted just 27 percent and were overrepresented in noncombat units and 
functional commands.112 

With time, Asad narrowed the range of his key allies, surrounding himself 
with coreligionists, fellow tribesmen, and his own family. An exact pecking 
order emerged: “Alawis belonging to other tribes held key positions in the 
military command; members of Asad’s tribe filled higher posts (such as the 
head of military intelligence); and close relatives (sons, brothers, cousins, 
nephews, brothers-in-law) filled the very most sensitive and powerful offices of 
state. 

The forty thousand-strong Defense Brigades were commanded first by 
(brother) Rif‘at al-Asad, then by (son) Basil al-Asad. In 1986, Basil took over 
security at the Presidential Palace. Cousins Haydar, “Adnan, and Muhammad 
al-Asad headed the special units in charge of the Damascus area. Brother Jamil 
al-Asad commanded the Murtada militia in Latakia, and his son Fawwaz ran 
security for the region. Kamil al-Asad commanded the Urgent Action Group, a 
force used against the Turkish government which trained in Qardaha, the Asad 
hometown. ‘Adnan Makhluf, the brother of Asad’s wife, commanded the pres- 
ident’s personal force, the Republican Guard. Family members also controlled 
the Self-Defense Militia, the Youth of ‘Ali, and security in Hama and Aleppo, 
the two leading sources of antiregime activities. Even in Lebanon, the head of 
Syrian military intelligence, Ghazi Kan‘an, was a cousin. 

‘Alawi dominance extended to politics too. Thirty of the Central Commit- 
tee’s seventy-five members were ‘Alawis. But more than any other act, Asad’s 
taking over the presidency for himself in February 1971 symbolized the new 
paramountcy. His “Alawi predecessor had maintained a Sunni as the nominal 
head of state, but, even knowing how deeply distasteful this step was to Sunnis, 
Asad felt confident enough of his power base to take it. 

Regime actions pointed to an effort to make ‘Alawi dominance permanent. 
“Alawis received opportunities far out of proportion to their numbers. In 1978, 
for example, 97 out of the 100 students sent to the U.S.S.R. from Tartus 
province were “Alawi, 2 were Sunni, and 1 Christian. According to opposition 
sources, 270 or 286 out of the 300 students training in the artillery school in 
Aleppo in June 1979 were of ‘Alawi origins.1!13 This bias made it possible for 
“Alawis to staff all levels, not just of the armed forces but also of the bureau- 
cracy. A PLO journal summed up the situation after 1970: 


With al-Asad’s presidency, the era of sectarian rule began in Syria. The most 
important characteristic of such rule is the expulsion of the majority from the 
government and the army. The Air Force is the exclusive monopoly of the 
[Alawi] sect. All of the intelligence services are sectarian. All of the division 
commanders belong to that sect. Ninety percent of the cadets in military 
schools are members of the sect. The diplomatic corps is sectarian. Interstate 
foreign trade is sectarian, and consequently economic power is in the hands of 
that sect.114 


“Alawis benefited from the Asad regime in other ways too. The bulk of 
government spending was concentrated in Latakia, the poorest region of Syria 
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and the one where most “Alawis lived. Roads, railroads, ports, an airport, 
industrial plants, and irrigation works were among the major capital projects. 
Syria’s third university, Tishrin, was established in the city of Latakia.115 The 
government put up money for the Meridien chain to build a luxury hotel in 
Latakia; that city also hosted a broadcasting station and a new “republican 
palace.” Even U.S. aid to Syria was funneled to Latakia. Government contracts 
spawned a new class—rich “Alawis. Sunni merchants viewed the commercial 
success of the “Alawis with profound displeasure. 

State patronage permitted ‘Alawis to make their presence felt in parts of 
Syria where they had never lived. “Alawi peasants received from the Asad 
government large tracts of land outside Latakia, especially in Homs and Hama 
provinces. Working for the state took them to all the regions of Syria. “Alawis 
also moved into the cities in large numbers after 1970, searching for the better 
education and employment that government patronage made available. 
According to Kamal Junbalat, “Alawis even came to comprise a majority of the 
population in Homs,!!¢ though this seems unlikely. They took advantage of 
disasters that befell the Sunnis; thus, the February 1982 massacre of Sunnis 
brought thousands of “Alawis to Hama. 

“Alawis were seen to be using their new power to take revenge for centuries 
of abuse. Muta‘ Safadi, a Ba‘thist, recounted his experience: 


There were hundreds of prisoners in the Mazza [jail] after 18 July [1963, the 
date of an abortive pro-‘Abd an-Nasir coup in Syria], and I was one of them. 
No one remembered anyone like the prison warden, who gave free rein to 
torture and probing. During hundreds of nights, his escort did not hold back 
on the whip or electricity or punches or slaps, or insults against beliefs with 
the most malicious phrases. Despite this, the attentive among the prisoners 
understood the conspiratorial plan. They therefore prohibited themselves 
from hating every “Alawi—even though the warden was an ‘Alawi, as was the 
leader of the torture team. Most of their assistants were ‘Alawis who showed 
their “Alawi-hood by abusing the beliefs of those being tortured.!17 


Twenty years later, non-‘Alawis found it harder to hold back. Riyad at- 
Turk, a leader of the Communist Party of Syria, explained in 1983: “Psycho- 
logically there are already two states, one Sunni and the other ‘Alawi. A vet- 
eran of fifteen years in the Party left us to rejoin his “Alawi clan. . . . Even I, a 
Communist, a Marxist-Leninist, experience a certain mistrust when I see an 
“Alawi.”118 Resentment against “Alawis grew very strong indeed. As a PLO 
editorial showed, not everyone displayed the forbearance of these two men: 


The [‘Alawi] sectarian minority has toppled Syria’s nationalist stand and 
replaced it with a narrow sectarian stand with one central purpose: to main- 
tain the sect’s power in the face of threats to it from the oppressed [Sunni] 
Muslim majority... . The defeat of “Alawi Islam and its sectarian plan in Syria 
and Lebanon is an urgent, major task. ... “Alawi Islam is a cancer that 
destroys the entire Arab body.!!9 


A vicious circle set in: Sunni Arabs became increasingly alienated, so the 
rulers closed ranks and came to depend even more on “Alawi support; and as 
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the regime took on a more ‘Alawi cast, Sunni discontent deepened. At the same 
time, the drive to please ‘Alawis reduced the government’s ideological charac- 
ter. As catering to the “Alawis became the top priority, the Ba‘th element 
(calling for Pan-Arab nationalism) virtually disappeared. It was a case, as the 
Muslim Brethren put it, of “the Nusayri sect inheriting the Ba‘th Party.” 12° By 
the mid-1970s, Asad’s rule degenerated into arbitrariness and favoritism. 


New Policies 


In addition to ‘Alawi power, Sunnis deeply resented three policies of the Asad 
government: secularism, socialism, and foreign relations. 

Many Sunnis found it intolerable that the government called for the exclu- 
sion of religion from public life, termed Islam outdated, and denigrated Mus- 
lim practices. Especially contentious were efforts to drop Islamic instruction in 
the schools. This was bad enough in itself; worse was for “Alawis to mandate 
and carry out the policy. Partly for these reasons, some Sunnis deemed the 
“Alawis even more hated rulers than the French. 

A socialist order benefited ‘Alawis and other poor rural peoples and ham- 
pered the Sunni merchants. Nationalization programs that began in 1965 
destroyed the leading Sunni families of Syria’s cities. Expansion of the public 
sector harmed capitalists and alienated the traditional urban elite. An “Alawi 
officer reportedly explained that socialism “enables us to impoverish the 
townspeople and to equalize their standard of life to that of the villagers. . . . 
What property do we have which we could lose by nationalization? None!” 121 
By the 1980s, this process was well along, with the state controlling most of 
the country’s agriculture, manufacturing, and service industries. 

External involvements, especially with Lebanon, Israel, and the PLO, also 
contributed to communal tensions within Syria. The civil war in Lebanon 
weighed heavily on Syrian politics. Fighting in Tripoli, Lebanon, pitting 
“Alawis against Sunnis, provided a specific model for the strife in Syria. Already 
in 1964, Muta‘ Safadi, the prominent Ba‘thist, saw the Lebanese civil war of 
1958 as a catalyst for the chain of events leading to Syria’s severe “sectarian 
complex.”122 When Damascus allied with the Maronites against the Sunnis of 
Lebanon, Syrian Sunnis responded with anger and fear. Dark conspiracy theo- 
ries followed about ‘Alawis joining forces with the “Maronite Crusaders” 
against the Muslims of Lebanon.123 Sunnis envisioned a grand ‘“Alawi-Mar- 
onite-Zionist alliance; or they claimed that Asad sent Syrian forces to Lebanon 
to get non-‘Alawi officers and soldiers out of the way. Fundamentalist Sunnis 
initiated these allegations—a preacher in Damascus attacked the rulers as 
“impious” for their actions in Lebanon and was thrown in jail!24—but they 
quickly spread to Sunnis of all outlooks. Indeed, the Muslim Brethren can 
fairly be said to represent a much larger, if less active, body of opinion among 
Syrian Sunnis. 

Accusations against “‘Alawis acquired such force that Asad eventually had 
to recognize them and respond. He denied as “groundless” all charges that 
“Syria is siding with Muslims against Christians or that it is siding with Chris- 
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tians against Muslims.” !25 Even Asad’s subsequent switch in Lebanon and his 
attack on the Maronite forces did him little good; Sunnis portrayed this change 
as a symptom of his lack of principle. 

Asad’s stance vis-a-vis Israel also caused him domestic problems. Before 
coming to power in 1966, “Alawis, like other minorities in the Arab world, had 
never taken much interest in the conflict against Israel. Along with the Mar- 
onites, Greek Orthodox, Druze, Shi‘is, Kurds, and Copts, they typically had 
more pressing problems than Israel’s existence, expansion, or disappearance. 
For example, a June 1936 letter to the French prime minister signed by six 
“Alawi notables, including Asad’s grandfather, expressed solidarity with the 
Zionists in Palestine: 


Those good Jews brought civilization and peace to the Arab Muslims, and 
they dispersed gold and prosperity over Palestine without damage to anyone 
or taking anything by force. Despite this, the Muslims declared holy war 
against them and did not hesitate to massacre their children and women, 
despite the British presence in Palestine and the French in Syria. Thus, a black 
fate awaits the Jews and other minorities in case the Mandates are cancelled 
and Muslim Syria is united with Muslim Palestine.126 


Annie Laurent and Antoine Basbous consider the “Alawis even more réceptive 
to the West than other minorities: “There is no one [in Syria] more pro- 
Western, more pro-Lebanon, pro-Christian, and even pro-Jewish . . . and anti- 
Syrian than the “Alawis, as their recent history proves.” 127 

Accordingly, Sunni Arabs suspected the “Alawi regime of indifference, even 
treachery, to the struggle with Israel. They spun elaborate conspiracy theories 
around the fact that Hafiz al-Asad commanded the air force in 1967 when the 
Golan Heights fell to Israel almost without a fight.128 Still in the same post, 
they noted, he refused to supply air cover for a Syrian expedition to help the 
PLO against the Jordanian government in 1970. In recent years, Asad pro- 
hibited the PLO from using Syria as a base for operations and finished Israel’s 
work by expelling it from Lebanon in late 1983. 

Sunnis drew harsh conclusions. Asad’s enemies accused him of 


abandoning the Golan in 1967, betraying the Palestinians in 1970, sabotaging 
an Iraqi offensive against Israel in 1973, permitting the massacre of Palestin- 
ians at Tel Za‘tar in 1976, cutting up the Lebanese National Front and 
attempting to divide the Palestinian resistance, playing partition games with 
the Israelis in Lebanon, stabbing Arab Iraq in the back when it was attacked 
by Khomeini’s Iran, [and] attempting to liquidate the PLO and Yasir ‘Arafat at 
Tripoli in 1983.129 


The Charter of the Islamic Front in Syria condemned Asad: “Although most of 
the regimes in the region took part in serious practices against the Palestinian 
case and the resistance, the sectarian regime in Syria outstripped them all in its 
indulgence in this crime.” 13° The National Alliance for the Liberation of Syria 
summed up the Sunni indictment: Asad is motivated in all his actions “by a 
burning hostility to Arabs and Islam in that all his crimes are in the interest 
of the Zionist enemy.”1!3! The Muslim Brethren discerned “an international 
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Jewish-‘Alawi conspiracy” against Sunni Muslims in general and Palestinians 
in particular.132 Indeed, it claimed that “collusion between the Asad regime 
and the Zionist enemy” underpinned the whole of Syrian foreign policy.133 

To make up for the known indifference of his community on the question 
of Israel and the doubts about his own record, Asad adopted an extreme and 
uncompromising position against Israel. He tried to eliminate suspicions by 
acting more implacably anti-Zionist than the Sunnis. Anwar as-Sadat led his 
country’s opinion on Israel, but Hafiz al-Asad could only follow. While Asad 
probably cared little about the fate of the Palestinians or control of Jerusalem, 
he adopted this cause to protect his reputation within Syria.134 

Sunnis believed that Asad was laying the groundwork for the day when 
“Alawis lose power in Damascus. They suspected him of breaking off a part of 
Syria to establish a separate, ‘Alawi-dominated state; of preparing the isolated 
Jazira region (in northeast Syria) as a refuge; of turning the region from 
Latakia to Tartus as an ‘Alawi bastion; of settling forty thousand ‘“Alawis in the 
north Lebanese town of Tripoli as a first step toward an enlarged “Alawi state 
along the Mediterranean, possibly under the rule of Hafiz al-Asad’s brother, 
Riffat (nicknamed Amir as-Sahil, “Prince of the Coast”). Kamal Junbalat fore- 
saw Homs as the capital of an ‘Alawi state, and Yasir “Arafat held that ‘Alawis 
who moved into northern Lebanon came from Alexandretta, Turkey.135 The 
settlement of “Alawis in Hama after February 1982 was also seen as part of a 
plot. 

Annie Laurent wrote in 1983: “The day when danger compels the ‘Alawi 
community to withdraw to the mountains from which they come (in the north- 
west of Syria, along the Mediterranean coast), the ‘Alawi state will no longer 
be an academic hypothesis and Tripoli might become its southern end.” Four 
years later, she interpreted the “Alawi efforts as even more systematic: “Since 
1970, Hafiz al-Asad has put into effect a complete program intended to trans- 
form the “Alawis’ region into a viable state with Latakia its capital. A soaring 
birth rate and a program of colonization (in Hama, Homs, and Tripoli) pro- 
vide the security for [their home region].” 136 

The Sunnis had many grievances against ‘Alawi rule. They disliked ‘Alawi 
domination of power and the suppression of the Muslim Brethren. They 
resented the socialism which reduced their wealth, the indignities against 
Islam, and what they perceived as cooperation with Maronites and Zionists. 
They suspected the ‘Alawis of plotting to set up their own state. Many of the 
stories that circulated among Sunnis about their “Alawi rulers appear im- 
plausible to an outside observer. But it is precisely this that makes matters so 
explosive: anything can be believed, nothing strikes the Sunnis as too outland- 


ish. 


Sunni Alienation and Pan-Syrianism 
Sunni Opposition 


Asad’s years in power reversed traditional roles, so that Sunni resentment of 
the ‘Alawis came to resemble the old ‘Alawi hostility toward Sunnis. Combin- 
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ing old and new grievances, these two groups surely loathed each other more 
than any other two groups in Syria. Their hostility had many political implica- 
tions; one of these was the turn to Pan-Syrianism. 

Sunni agitation led by the Muslim Brethren began soon after “‘Alawis moved 
into positions of power and occasioned six violent revolts in the cities of Syria. 
The Muslim Brethren of Syria, like its eponym in Egypt, was a fundamentalist 
Islamic organization; that is, it sought to establish a government in accordance 
with the laws of Islam. If “Alawis were non-Muslims, as Sunnis held, then they 
certainly were not the ones to apply Islamic laws; therefore, the Brethren 
aimed first to eliminate “Alawi rule. And, indeed, this was the brunt of its 
message. The Brethren was so effective because it served as the main vehicle for 
rallying anti-‘Alawi sentiment—and not because of its fundamentalist cast. 
Sunnis joined the Brethren because of its proven record as the most durable 
and effective organization combatting ‘Alawi rule. 

Two forms of evidence support this conclusion. First, there is reason to 
believe that a substantial proportion of the Brethren membership was made up 
of nonobservant Muslims. A repentant member of the Muslim Brethren, 
Ahmad al-Jundi, stated in a televised interrogation that he neither prayed nor 
kept the Ramadan fast, that he knew very little of the Qur’an, and that he 
drank wine.!37 Second, the Brethren’s willingness to work with left-wing and 
other nonfundamentalist groups in the National Alliance for the Liberation of 
Syria—including pro-Iraqi Ba‘thists and followers of “Abd an-Nasir— 
indicated that its first priority was to destroy the Asad regime, not to impose 
an Islamic order. Foreign fundamentalists sometimes publicly criticized their 
Syrian colleagues on this score. For example, Zaynab al-Ghazali, leader of the 
Muslim Sisters in Egypt, regretted that the Syrian Muslim Brethren signed an 
agreement to join forces with nonfundamentalists.138 

Muslim Brethren activities began just after the Ba‘th Party came to power in 
March 1963; indeed, the party faced a far more active opposition than had any 
of the previous military dictators. Nonviolent demonstrations occurred in 
October 1963; violent incidents followed two months later, provoked by such 
incidents as the ripping up of a religious book by a Ba‘thist teacher. A series of 
challenges early in 1964, beginning with a clash between ‘Alawi and Sunni 
students in Baniyas and a commercial strike in Homs, were even more threat- 
ening. The troubles peaked in Hama, sparked by the arrest of a student for 
erasing Ba‘th slogans from a blackboard. This precipitated riots, a commercial 
strike, and the shelling of a mosque, killing at least sixty Sunnis. 

The ‘Alawi consolidation of power in the February 1966 coup made Sunni 
apprehensions even more acute. This explains their extreme sensitivity to an 
April 1967 article in the army magazine which condemned God and religion as 
“mummies which should be transferred to the museums of historical 
remains.” 139 Large demonstrations in all the major cities followed, leading to 
wide-scale strikes, the arrests of many religious leaders, and considerable vio- 
lence. !40 

The ascent of Hafiz al-Asad had contrary effects on the Sunni opposition. 
Initially, Asad won the good will of Sunnis by easing economic and religious 
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pressures. Commercial restrictions (which mostly affected Sunni merchants) 
were relaxed; private enterprise was permitted more scope. Landlords felt less 
squeezed, and Damascenes rose to positions of prominence in the government. 
Foreign policy goals were scaled down, and the army was depoliticized. Fur- 
ther, seeing his main danger coming from the left (especially the Communists 
and breakaway factions of the Ba‘th), Asad initially treated the Muslim 
Brethren well. He encouraged it to organize and, we are told, even allowed it to 
open military training camps in the mountains of the ‘Alawi region.141 With 
government permission, the Brethren made impressive gains in the 1972 local 
elections. 

But Asad’s rule also crystallized ‘Alawi rule and made it long-lasting. The 
passage of time exacerbated Sunni discontent, and the stability of Asad’s rule 
foreclosed the possibility of quick change, spurring Sunni antagonism. Life in 
Syria also became less pleasant in the mid-1970s. The economy suffered from 
an imbalance between imports and exports, a brain drain, insufficient internal 
generation of capital, excessive military expenditures, overdependence on oil- 
related revenues, and too much state interference. Social inequities and cultural 
repression increased. 

These developments plus the alliance between Syrian forces and the Mar- 
onites in Lebanon caused the Muslim Brethren to become more active in 
opposing what it termed “the sectarian, dictatorial rule of the despot Hafiz al- 
Asad.” !42 But the Brethren did not directly challenge the state until September 
1976, when it began a major campaign of terror that just three years later 
seemed on the verge of overthrowing the regime. The Sunni revolt climaxed 
with two events: in June 1979, the Brethren massacred more than sixty 
cadets—almost all “Alawis—at a military school in Aleppo; and in July 1980, 
they nearly assassinated Asad himself (the attempt was foiled by a guard 
hurling himself on a live grenade). Not without reason, foreign newspapers at 
that time featured headlines such as “Time Runs Out for Assad,” “Crumbling 
Regime in Syria,” and “Bleak Future for Asad Regime.” 143 

Just when it appeared that the regime might fall, Asad responded with a 
horrible effectiveness. He made mere membership in “the Muslim Brethren 
gang”1!44 a capital crime and hunted down its members without remorse. He 
took the psychological offensive by having militia groups tear veils off the 
heads of pious Muslim women. Efforts to destroy the organization peaked in 
early 1982, when Asad assaulted the city of Hama. Muslim Brethren forces 
held the city from 2 February for about ten days, killing the governor and 
several hundred other officials. In response, some twelve thousand troops 
(almost all of whom were ‘Alawi) attacked Brethren strongholds with field 
artillery, tanks, and air force helicopters. After shelling the city for three con- 
secutive weeks and leveling large portions, soldiers pillaged what remained. In 
the words of a government official, this city of three hundred thousand “was 
reduced to the status of a village.” '45 In the end, up to thirty thousand Sunni 
Arabs—a tenth of Hama’s population—lost their lives. The anonymous 
author of a book detailing the events at Hama called it the worst massacre in 
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modern times.146 Pictures of Hama were shown throughout Syria as an object 
lesson for Asad’s other enemies. 

The Hama massacre ended the immediate Muslim Brethren challenge and 
won the rulers a new lease on life. But it did not make the Sunni danger 
disappear, as the extraordinary number of bodyguards employed by the regime 
illustrated. Asad built a palace-fortress for himself high above Damascus and 
had twelve thousand soldiers in his personal bodyguard. Top generals had 
sixty soldiers, and prominent apologists for the regime, such as the dean of a 
dental school and a professor of Arabic literature, had four each. 

The Brethren found out what the regime would do to protect itself with 
“steel, fire, rope, and gallows.” 147 Their challenge ended, at least for the next 
several years. Writing in 1983, Gérard Michaud observed, “today it appears 
that the repressive machinery has succeeded in dismantling the fundamentalist 
movement in Syria. But for how long? And at what price!”148 Indeed, after a 
quiet four years, the fundamentalists began to attack the government again in 
early 1986. 


Government Strategies 


Bedrock Sunni opposition remained the Asad regime’s greatest problem. The 
“Alawis, a small and divided minority, knew they could not rule indefinitely 
against the wishes of more than half the population. As one analyst remarked, 
“In the long run, it is highly dangerous for the Alawites. If they lose their 
control, there will be a bloodbath.” 149 

One solution, of course, would be to bring Sunnis into the government and 
share power with them. Asad did take steps in this direction soon after taking 
power, giving Sunnis greater representation at the expense of minorities other 
than the ‘Alawis. But beyond that, for the “Alawis to have given Sunnis more 
would have cut into their power, and this they could not do out of fear of a 
Sunni takeover. Gérard Michaud noted that ‘Alawis “remain persuaded that 
the slightest concession on their part and they will revert back to their old 
status of ‘damned of the earth.’” 15° To rid the system of sectarian bias would 
be tantamount to destroying the regime. Thus, Asad sought to win acceptance 
from the majority population without giving it real power. But what could he 
offer? Several expedients were tried. 

First, he solicited support from the other non-Sunni Arabs (not including 
‘Alawis, these constituted 34 percent of the population). Druze, Christians, and 
Shi‘is enjoyed in diluted form the benefits going to “Alawis. For example, 
representation in the decade before 1976 on the Syrian Regional Command of 
the Ba‘th Party, the most powerful formal body in the country, contained three 
times as many Druze and five times as many Shi‘is as their shares of the 
population would justify. Moshe Ma’oz noted: “Hafiz Asad has sought to gain 
the friendship of the minority communities in order to build an intercommunal 
alliance for his government. He possibly also recognized that the minorities, in 
contrast to the Sunnis, would not pose a threat to “Alawi dominance in the 
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armed forces.”'5! In effect, Asad reverted to the French policy of politique 
minoritaire, that is, ruling Syria through the agency of non-Sunni Arabs. 

Second, the regime claimed that all communities enjoyed full representa- 
tion in the government and constructed a façade of Sunnis in high positions. 
Indeed, a number of senior officials, such as a vice-president and the defense 
minister, were Sunni Arabs. Governors and directors of military and civilian 
intelligence in the provinces were divided among the communities in propor- 
tion to their sizes. But this parade of Sunnis fooled no one. Cosmetic efforts 
notwithstanding, Syrians knew full well who actually ran their country. One 
source estimated that “Alawis held 70 percent of the key posts in the armed 
forces.152 A Sunni may have commanded the air force between 1970 and 1978, 
but ‘Alawis controlled all the major air force bases. That Sunnis were function- 
aries became most apparent in times of crisis, when “Alawi unit commanders 
carried out tasks properly belonging to Sunni generals. 

The same applied to highly placed Sunni civilians, who faithfully served 
Asad in return for honors and riches. Everyone knew they reported to the 
regime, not to their own community; unlike ‘Alawis, who had tight family and 
regional connections to each other, Sunnis in high positions were isolated 
individuals hailing from all parts of Syria. Cabinet members filled what were 
ostensibly decision-making positions; in fact, they served as high-level 
bureaucrats carrying out what ‘Alawis had decided. Should they stray, the 
ever-vigilant “Alawis in their entourage would forestall any mischief. The 
French political analysts Laurent and Annie Chabry noted that Sunnis in 
the government were “not so much representatives of alternate policies as 
hostages . . . ratifying policies made by others.” 153 

Only the president’s longtime Sunni cronies were exceptions. ‘Abd al- 
Halim Khaddam had known Asad since childhood and married a woman of 
Asad’s tribe in 1954. Khaddam, a lawyer from Baniyas, Latakia, who filled 
several high positions after the Asad coup of 1970 (including deputy prime 
minister, foreign minister, and vice-president), has been called “probably the 
only Sunni to exercise real influence at the source of power.”1!54 Reports 
indicated that Asad befriended Mustafa Tallas, his perpetual defense minister, 
in 1948.155 

So sensitive was the Asad regime about the locus of power in Syria, it went 
so far as to capture and let die in March 1986 Michel Seurat, a French analyst 
who wrote (under the pen name Gérard Michaud) on decision making in Syria. 
Seurat characterized such Sunni figures as Mahmud al-Ayyubi, Jabir Bajbuj, 
“Abdallah al-Ahmar, Hikmat Shihabi, and Mustafa Tallas as “Sunni hostages 
of the dominant minority, held up to ridicule each time they have an impulse to 
interfere.” 15¢ According to one report at the time of his death, Seurat’s worst 
offense was to point to three hundred ‘Alawi officers as the effective rulers of 
Syria. 157 

Third, the regime took on a variety of outlooks, including nonsectarianism, 
Twelver Islam, Pan-Arabism, and Pan-Syrianism, in the effort to win Sunni 
support. 

Nonsectarianism meant a ban on the mention of communal affiliation. The 
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government claimed that Syrians “have never experienced sectarianism” and 
asserted that Syrians put nationality before ethnic allegiance. When communal 
violence occurred, it blamed the problem on “enemies both abroad and within 
the nation.” 158 But talk about nonsectarianism and the abolition of communal 
loyalties failed to bring Sunni Arabs in. Again, no one was fooled; the popula- 
tion knew full well that one small community dominated all the others. 

Or the rulers portrayed “Alawis as Twelver Shi‘i Muslims. This effort began 
in 1922, when the French deemed “Alawis a kind of Twelver Shi‘i in an effort to 
distinguish them from the Sunnis. The French act was utterly arbitrary, for 
“Alawis had no more connections historically to Twelver Shi‘ism than to Sun- 
nism. Indeed, Twelvers saw “Alawism as negatively as did Sunnis; the author of 
a survey of this topic concluded that “the attitude of the Shi'a toward Ibn 
Nusayr [founder of ‘Alawism] is extremely negative. They ascribe to him 
extremism, licentiousness, heresy, atheism, and materialism”—and the same 
attitude extended to Ibn Nusayr’s followers.159 Nonetheless, the French action 
created a bond that “Alawis found useful to promote externally; when conven- 
ient, they represented themselves as Twelvers. (Among themselves, of course, 
they rejected any role for Twelver Shi‘ism.) At other times, they used the 
association with Twelver Shi‘ism to argue for a distinct “Alawi form of Shi‘ism. 
Thus, one writer held that “the ‘Alawi rite [madhhab] is like the other Shi‘l 
rites: its adherents favor “Ali [the son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad] and 
stay within the framework of Islam.” 16° Either way, the tie to Twelver Shi‘ism 
helped legitimize the “Alawi religion in Muslim eyes. 

So long as the “Alawis were a weak and downtrodden sect, the association 
with Twelver Shi‘ism had only moderate importance. But it acquired great 
utility soon after they took power. Asad’s religion became a political issue in 
January 1973, when the People’s Assembly (the nominal parliament) adopted 
a permanent constitution that made no mention of Islam. Sunnis. greeted the 
new text with riots. To defuse this anger, the government added a clause to the 
constitution requiring that the head of state be a Muslim. This turn of phrase 
had the virtue of implicitly affirming Asad’s Muslim credentials at the same 
time that it appeased Sunni sentiments. Unfortunately for Asad, many Syrians 
rejected this implication; demonstrators carried placards with slogans calling 
for an end to ““Alawi power” !¢! and rioting continued in the cities until troops 
forcibly intervened. 

The riots revealed the hold of venerable Sunni attitudes toward the ‘Alawi 
religion; clearly, it was not enough for Asad and other ‘Alawis merely to assert 
their allegiance to Islam. So they sought to establish their allegiance through 
practice. Asad began to attend mosque services (something “Alawis do not 
normally do) and performed the minor pilgrimage to Mecca in February 1974. 
The government built mosques at a faster clip than ever before and massively 
distributed Qur’ans carrying the president’s picture (the so-called Asad 
Qur’ans). Court biographers built up Asad’s Islamic credentials, for example, 
letting it be known that he had memorized one-quarter of the Qur’an by the 
age of six years.!62 But such claims made very little impression on Sunnis, who 
instinctively suspected the “Alawis of tagiya. They knew that Asad could prac- 
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tice the rites of Islam and adopt its culture without offending his fellow ‘Alawis 
or being considered an apostate. One Sunni author called ‘Alawism “an inde- 
pendent religion with a pagan core and an Islamic appearance”;!63 another 
designated Hafiz al-Asad a “defector from Islam clad in Muslim garb.” 164 

To gain more credibility, the regime compelled figures in the Syrian reli- 
gious establishment to vindicate the Islamic quality of their religion. The mufti 
of Damascus, for example, personally confirmed Asad’s status as a Muslim in 
good standing. But domestic officials under Asad’s control enjoyed little cred- 
ibility. The government therefore requested the leader of the Twelver Shi‘is in 
Lebanon, Musa as-Sadr, to indicate that the ‘Alawis were legitimate Muslims. 
He did this by calling them “brothers” of his followers in July 1973—in effect, 
confirming the French decree of 1922.165 Sadr’s ruling has served ever since as 
the ‘Alawis’ main defense against those who call them non-Muslims. (In return 
for this favor, Sadr won authority over the small ‘Alawi community in Lebanon 
and received Syrian government backing—backing which the Amal militia 
continued to receive long after Sadr’s own death in 1978.) 

But even Sadr’s endorsement did little good, for most Sunnis continued not 
to recognize “Alawis as Muslims. Virtually every discussion of this subject in 
print reached this conclusion. One review of the record determined that “a 
majority of Sunni and Shi‘i scholars concur that the Nusayris are an apostate, 
irreligious sect.”166 Attitudes reminiscent of Ibn Taymiya’s were commonly 
expressed; indeed, Ibn Taymiya’s condemnation of the “Alawis, repeatedly 
quoted, turned into a powerful weapon during the Asad presidency. 

Tracts accused ‘Alawis of heinous religious beliefs (polytheism, resurrection 
of the dead, the transmigration of souls) and horrible activities (alco- 
holic consumption, sexual promiscuity, orgies).167 Muslim Brethren writings 
recalled the ‘Alawis’ “ugly crimes through history,” claiming they helped 
Mongols, Crusaders, and French against the Muslim Arabs.1¢8 Sometimes they 
were portrayed as the followers of the Crusaders and Zionists. One publica- 
tion: called the “Alawi religion “a mixture of French, Christian, Buddhist, 
Hindi, and Mazdaic doctrines” and concluded that “the “Alawis are complete 
apostates from Islam.”169 Another saw it as a mixture of Christianity, Free- 
masonry, and Mazdaism.!7° The mufti of Jerusalem put teeth into these views 
in June 1983 by declaring in a fatwa that “it is the duty of every Muslim to kill 
Asad, the worst enemy of the Muslims.”!7! All this gave the ‘Alawis some idea 
of the fate awaiting them were they to lose power. An “Alawi official of the 
Asad regime made it clear that the message was understood: “The Muslim 
Brethren want to liquidate the “Alawis. They accuse us of being heretics and 
schismatics and do not want us to exist as a religious minority.” 172 


The Turn to Pan-Syrianism 


Nonsectarianism and Islam alike having failed to attract the Sunni majority, 
the state desperately needed some other way to involve the bulk of its popu- 
lace. Nationalism offered an obvious vehicle, but as we have seen, allegiance to 
Syria in its present borders had little appeal to Sunnis. If the Asad regime was 
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to appeal to its people and inspire loyalty on a nationalist basis, it had to look 
outward. The rulers needed a mechanism of expansion, preferably with a 
radical tinge. Laurent and Basbous explained this with regard to Lebanon: 
“From 1920, the Sunni Muslims of Syria felt a constant and almost visceral 
irredentism toward Lebanon. The “Alawis had to match these or, if possible, 
do better. This is the main reason why they tried so hard to ‘recover’ 
Lebanon.”!73 The same applied to the other lost lands of Greater Syria. 

Two ideologies answered this need: Pan-Arabism and Pan-Syrianism. At 
first glance, one would expect Pan-Arabism to have been Asad’s choice; this 
would be the logical goal of someone who had been a member of the Ba‘th 
Party since the 1940s. But it was not, in large part because his wing of the Ba‘th 
Party, the Regionalists, had virtually abandoned Pan-Arabism in 1960. Fur- 
ther, ‘Alawis and other minorities perceived Pan-Arabism as equivalent to 
domination by Sunni Arabs. Discredited for more than a decade among the 
rulers of Syria, there was no chance that Asad would turn back the clock to this 
ideology. Pan-Arabist efforts had been given a chance and had failed. With 
Pan-Arabism unattractive to Regionalists and “Alawis, there was only one 
ideology left to inspire Sunni allegiance: Pan-Syrianism. 

After 1974, the drive to establish a Greater Syria became Damascus’s out- 
standing foreign policy goal. Ruling circles in Damascus no longer scorned the 
notion of special bonds tying the residents of Lesser Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, 
and Palestine. Indeed, the fate of the regime came to be bound up with the 
ability to achieve this ambition. Patrick Seale has predicted that “if Asad fails 
to achieve this role [as arbiter of the region] and his rivals and opponents are 
victorious in keeping Syria within its present borders, then the regional role of 
Syria will weaken and the influence of Damascus will shrink. Further, the 
current regime will not be able to remain in power long.” !74 

Although details are unknown, one can speculate about the two critical 
factors in Asad’s path to Pan-Syrianism. First, as was shown in Chapter 2, Pan- 
Syrianism from 1918 through 1950 was a vital and appealing force. Even 
though it was hardly visible for twenty-five years, it did not disappear. A force 
so strong for so long could not be eradicated, only made illicit. Second, Asad 
had early and extended contact with Pan-Syrianism. When he was growing up, 
the Ba‘th Party and the SSNP shared a similar base of membership and means 
of recruitment. They competed for adherents primarily among the educated, 
radically minded non-Sunni minorities. Both recruited heavily in government 
district high schools, especially in predominantly minority districts such as 
Latakia. The two blanketed all the high schools of Syria. According to Michael 
H. van Dusen, “by the early 1950s, there was not a single high school graduate 
who had not had some exposure to the Ba‘th Party or SSNP while in 
school.”175 The two parties sponsored rival high schools in Latakia during the 
1940s; so prevalent was their influence, a high school student asked his 
religion would likely answer either “Ba‘thi” or “Qawmi” (i.e., SSNP). 

Even though Asad opted for the Ba‘th, he grew up in the period when the 
SSNP was at its height; and as an “Alawi going to school in Latakia during the 
1940s, he surely knew Sa‘ada’s thought at close hand. When, a generation 
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later, he sought an alternative to Pan-Arabism, Pan-Syrianism was readily 
available. The continuity between the vibrant Pan-Syrianism of the 1940s and 
his revival of it twenty years later is clear.176 

In conclusion, Damascus’s readoption of Pan-Syrianism can be ascribed to 
a multitude of reasons having to do with the imperatives of domestic Syrian 
politics: 

(1) Rulers of Syria need an ideologically tinged irredentist cause with which 
to buttress their legitimacy. 

(2) Many Syrians turned away from Pan-Arabism after the UAR’s failure 
and favored, instead, an emphasis on Syria’s domestic evolution. It was but a 
step from this to Pan-Syrianism. 

(3) The rise of the ‘Alawis brought to power a community that had special 
reasons to mistrust Pan-Arabism and appreciate Pan-Syrianism. ‘Alawi rulers 
could more readily dominate Greater Syria than the Arab nation; also, the 
secularist tradition of Pan-Syrianism appealed to this persecuted minority. 

(4) The Asad regime precipitated a revolt by Sunni Arabs, in part because 
of its sectarian quality, in part because of its policies. It therefore needed an 
outward-looking ideology to divert attention from internal problems and 
mobilize support for the government. With Pan-Arabism discredited, Asad 
turned to Pan-Syrianism. 


Conclusion: 
A Dangerous Double Game 


When Almighty God bestowed riches and resources on the Middle East, he 

placed Syria in the region so it could assume the devil’s role... . We ask 

Almighty God to divide Syria into hundreds of pieces so that the world at 
large may rest in peace. 

Major Sa‘d Haddad, 

Commander of the South Lebanon forces! 


Syrian Ba‘th leaders have been plagued by a dilemma since the Regionalists 
emerged as a force in 1960: their ideology and their practice contradict each 
other. The Regionalists took steps to make Syria a strong and independent 
state while adhering to a doctrine—Pan-Arabism—that condemned those very 
steps. This contradiction grew more acute when the Regionalists became rulers 
of Syria in 1963, for their legitimacy rested partly on a Pan-Arab program. 
Then the adoption of pragmatic Pan-Syrianism a decade later meant the rulers 
espoused two opposing ideologies. Surely these inconsistencies must have 
plagued the Asad regime. 

Actually, they seemed not to. Though Pan-Arabism long ago became mere 
ritual for the Ba‘th leaders in Syria, it continued to serve as the party’s official 
credo, and for good reason. Pan-Arabism provided an ideology widely 
accepted in the Middle East, and any turn by Ba‘thists away from Arab unity 
would have torn the Ba‘th Party apart. Renouncing Pan-Arabism in the 1960s 
would have exposed the Regionalists to attack by “Abd an-Nasir and other 
Arab leaders, something the weak Syrian regimes of that period could not 
afford, and no subsequent leader had reason to stop mouthing the easy pieties 
of Pan-Arabism. It was easier to pretend that nothing had changed. The 1963 
decision to shunt Pan-Arabism aside remained in place but was little known. 

One sign of this was the greater rarity of ideologically charged Pan-Arabist 
statements coming out of Damascus. For example, after a meeting with Libyan 
diplomats on the eighteenth anniversary of the Ba‘th’s March 1963 accession 
to power—two good reasons for trotting out Pan-Arabist rhetoric—the press 
release only went so far as to note that “the March revolution is still a unionist 
revolution, struggling to establish one Arab state for the one Arab nation.”2 
The word “still” gave the statement a perfunctory, even ritualistic quality. In 
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fact, no Syrian official really subscribed to this ambition anymore, as the bitter 
comment of the Iraqi ruler, Saddam Husayn, after a visit to Damascus con- 
firmed: “I went to talk about the Arab cause, and I was haggled with like a 


merchant.”3 
Conversely, Asad had good reason to keep his Pan-Syrian goals quiet. 


Naomi Joy Weinberger offered two motives: “because its earlier royalist con- 
notations conjured up schemes directed at Syria by ambitious neighbors, and 
because of reluctance to arouse the anxieties of Syria’s contemporary neigh- 
bors.”4 The royalist connection seems far-fetched, but the neighbors were a 
major consideration. Explicit Greater Syrian claims would have unnecessarily 
complicated relations with Lebanon, Jordan, and the PLO. In the interest of 
maintaining acceptable relations with its neighbors, the Asad regime did not 
talk much about Pan-Syrianism; better to retain the tired and by now almost 
unthreatening language of Pan-Arabism, or else grant that each neighbor has 
the right to autonomy. “Lip service, at least, had to be paid to Lebanese 
sovereignty and to the autonomy of the Palestinian Resistance. As long as Syria 
respected these formal demands of the Arab consensus, its freedom of action 
remained substantially unconstrained.”5 Were Greater Syrian nationalism for- 
mally enshrined, an international uproar would follow, with many conse- 
quences for Damascus, all unpleasant. 

The deeply held feeling that there is something illicit about Pan-Syrian 
nationalism suggests another reason to keep quiet about Greater Syria. The 
bad odor of “Abdallah’s and the SSNP’s activities remained pungent; while the 
high expectations invested in Pan-Arabism lived on. King Hasan of Morocco 
introduced an anecdote revealing Asad’s and Khaddam’s Pan-Syrianism 
(quoted on pp. 131-32) by stressing that he would not have repeated their 
words except that these had already been made public.¢ Of course, the king 
would never have hesitated about disclosing parallel Pan-Arab sentiments. 

The contradictory nature of government rhetoric also reflected the political 
ambivalence of Sunni Arabs in Syria. It is hard to ascertain sentiments in the 
absence of a free press or on-the-ground research, but the following generaliza- 
tion seems likely to be true: Sunni Arabs were simultaneously repelled by the 
disreputable quality of Pan-Syrianism and drawn to its results. They disdained 
the theory, but an instinctual imperialism meant their interest was piqued. The 
regime’s devious stance seemed to satisfy this dual sentiment. 

Pan-Arabism provided a cover that allowed the regime to deny that Greater 
Syria represents its ultimate goal. Asad and his aides almost never explicitly 
referred to Pan-Syrian goals but always presented Pan-Syrianism within the 
context of Pan-Arabism. One country, Southern Syria, and other references 
compatible with Pan-Arabism turned up in Syrian rhetoric; but a specifically 
Pan-Syrian and anti—Pan-Arab term such as Greater Syria did not. In this way, 
the Asad regime fit Pan-Syrian practice within Pan-Arab ideology. Further, it 
showed no intention of wanting formally to annex Lebanon, Jordan, or Pal- 
estine. To do so would arouse the animosity of not just the local inhabitants 
but Arabic speakers everywhere. This would be especially hazardous in 
Lebanon, where armed groups already showed great ferocity against each 
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other and outsiders. Much safer and smarter than this was to gain hegemonic 
control, such as Damascus has indeed acquired in large portions of Lebanon. 

Pan-Syrian plans were wrapped, as innocuously as possible, in the flag of 
Arab nationalism. This is the traditional policy of pragmatic Pan-Syrianism: 
“Abdallah adopted it, the SSNP eventually adopted it, and so did Hafiz al-Asad. 
But being the leader of a Pan-Arabist party, Asad went a step further; he 
explicitly denied seeking Greater Syrian unity. The result was a striking rhetor- 
ical inconsistency. For every overt Syrian claim to take over Lebanon, Jordan, 
or Palestine, ten or twenty declarations promised to respect the independence 
of those regions. Thus, in answer to the question “Is your goal to establish 
Greater Syria, which would include Lebanon?” Asad replied: “The problem is 
not that of Greater Syria but action leading to Arab unity... . We believe in 
Arab unity and strive in that direction, everywhere and with reference to every 
Arab country.”” Jimmy Carter recounted that he asked Hafiz al-Asad in 
March 1983 why the Syrian government considered Lebanon part of Greater 
Syria. In reply, Carter reported, Asad “repeatedly disavowed any designs on 
his western neighbor, insisting that he and his people recognized Lebanon’s 
independence without equivocation.”8 

In a March 1989 question about his ambition to establish Greater Syria 
through the annexation of Lebanon, Asad began by denying any intentions 
toward Lebanon, then went on to provide historical background which contra- 
dicted his denial. He began by rejecting the term Greater Syria: 


In the peace conference in 1919, President Wilson did not say the Syrians 
sought to establish Greater Syria. He said “Syria should not be divided,” and 
he had differences [over this] with his allies. He did not say “Greater Syria 
should not be divided,” because in his whole life he had never read or heard 
the term “Greater Syria.” In fact, he said only “Syria” because the natural, 
historic Syria is that Syria which some European officials called Greater Syria 
after it was divided. 


Asad is suggesting that while seventy years may have passed since the Paris 
Peace Conference, he personally continues to hold on to the 1919 defini- 
tion of Syria. In his parlance, it appears, Syria means Greater Syria. This 
equation can perhaps be fully appreciated by drawing a European analogy; it is 
like the West German chancellor announcing that because Bismarck used the 
term Germany to include what is now East Germany, he will do the same. It is 
easy to imagine the upheavals that would follow such a statement. 

Nor is that all. Asad went on in the same interview to review Syrian history 
under the mandate: 


Syria in its present shape was divided into four mini-states by French and 
British colonialism: Damascus, Aleppo, southern Syria, and the coast. But the 
people struggled and united. Is it possible to say they sct up a Greater 
Damascus [region] or Greater Aleppo [region]? We say they unified whatever 
parts they could. They are one people that unified themselves. We do not seek 
to build a Greater Syria nor is it our ambition to do that. Our ambition is to 
achieve the unity of all Arabs.9 
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By bracketing the unification of Damascus, Aleppo, Jabal Druze, and Latakia 
with the unification of Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Jordan, Asad seems to be 
equating them. Such unifications, he is saying, are nothing more than prelimin- 
ary adjustments of boundaries, and so not a major goal in themselves. The 
major goal remains a single Arab nation. In this subtle but revealing interview, 
Asad confirmed his intention to unite the regions of Greater Syria while deny- 
ing it any ideological importance. 

To deflect talk about Greater Syria, the government blamed this very 
notion on the propaganda of enemies. Sometimes the enemy.was not specified, 
as in a June 1985 interview with Vice-President Khaddam, when a Turkish 
reporter noted that “on official maps of Syria, Alexandretta is still shown as 
part of Syria” and added, “It sounds as if you are trying to keep the famous 
Hatay issue alive.” Khaddam avoided the question and did a superb job of 
keeping options open: “I don’t think the Turkish people are too concerned 
about this. I don’t think they attach too much importance to it. The only thing 
the Turkish and Syrian people want is good bilateral relations. This issue is 
occasionally exploited in certain newspapers under Israeli influence. They 
want to obstruct a Turkish-Syrian rapprochement and to denigrate Syria.” 
When the reporter pressed, “Well then, can you tell me that Syria never har- 
bors any aggressive intentions?” the vice-president again gave nothing away: 
“Do you believe Syria is a threat to Turkey? Who would think we are threaten- 
ing Turkey while we are trying to improve our relations with you and at a time 
when we want to see you on our side against Israel? We never want tension in 
our relations.” !0 

At other times, Israel was directly accused of spreading calumnies, as Hafiz 
al-Asad explained in a March 1985 speech: 


Can you and our Arab masses not see with me how premeditated Zionist- 
imperialist propaganda attacks unity and considers it a form of expansion, 
annexation, and devouring? Did we not hear them attack Syria and accuse it 
of having imperialist ambitions? Did we not hear them make statements at 
high levels in the United States warning that Syria seeks to establish a Greater 
Syria? It is as if Arab efforts must not be mobilized to prevent the establish- 
ment of greater Israel, but to prevent the establishment of Greater Syria. They 
are trying, of course, to confuse Arab unity with the concept of colonialism.!1 


Sometimes imperialism got the blame. Asked to respond to those Lebanese 
who suspected Syrian plans to make Lebanon part of Greater Syria, Khaddam 
accused them of perpetuating “the Western mentality that has divided and 
disrupted the Arab nation and wants the state of disruption in the Arab home- 
land to continue.” !2 

Asad’s amalgam of Pan-Arabism and Pan-Syrianism replicated what the 
Ba‘th and Syrian Social Nationalist Party had both done. The processes of 
change began in Jate 1961, when the two parties faced spectacular failures. The 
UAR breakup in September 1961 discredited the Ba‘th Party; three months 
later, the SSNP failed horribly in an attempt to overthrow the government of 
Lebanon. These events had the curious effect of compelling each party to adopt 
elements of the other’s ideology. The Ba‘th Party of Syria became the Neo-Ba‘th 
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and showed new respect for Syria; with time, Pan-Arabism dropped out of its 
program, giving way to Pan-Syrianism. As for the SSNP, it sought refuge from 
its failures under the cover of Pan-Arabism. This crossover culminated when a 
significant number of SSNP members joined the Ba‘th Party.!3 By Asad’s time, 
the Neo-Ba‘th had become almost indistinguishable from the SSNP. According 
to David Roberts, “the Ba‘th has parted company with the PPS and indeed 
banned it, but it has quietly absorbed its message.”!4 Laurent and Annie 
Chabry note that the Syrian government “uses the foil of Pan-Arabism to 
pursue a Pan-Syrian policy of the sort once promoted by the SSNP.”!5 

Oddly, the Ba‘th and the SSNP turned into the mirror images of each other. 
The SSNP kept its real doctrines but adopted Pan-Arabism for cover, while the 
Ba‘th Party of Syria adopted a position congenial to the SSNP but pretended to 
maintain its original ideology. The SSNP talked like the Ba‘th; the Ba‘th acted 
like the SSNP. There was, however, a consistency in this behavior; both parties 
found it advantageous to pursue Pan-Syrian goals under the cover of Pan- 
Arabist rhetoric. 

Asad played a double rhetorical game, equivocating between Pan- 
Syrianism and Pan-Arabism, espousing and denouncing Greater Syria. This 
duplicity did not go unnoticed. King Hasan of Morocco pointed out that the 
Asad regime’s policies “come within the framework of a philosophy that it 
does not declare.” 16 Shibli al-Aysami, a leading figure in the Ba‘th Party of 
Iraq, explained Asad’s cleverness: “In order to hide his personal ambitions, he 
has not totally eliminated the Ba‘th; he jealously conserves its symbols and 
institutions, and is content to pervert its ideas and goals.” !7 

These complex efforts at dissimulation closely resembled Asad’s oft- 
remarked double game in the domestic arena. The regime kept power in a 
small circle of minority soldiers but pretended to be a broad-based, representa- 
tive, civilian government. And so in foreign affairs, where it pursued a Pan- 
Syrian policy but gave it a Pan-Arabist cast. Just as informal networks counted 
for more than formal structures domestically, so whispered goals counted 
more than shouted ones internationally. In all cases, however, ambiguity 
reigned, allowing the rulers never to be pinned down. Damascus claimed Alex- 
andretta as a part of Greater Syria, and yet it did not; it claimed Lebanon and 
Jordan yet recognized Lebanon and Jordan as separate polities; it called Pal- 
estine “Southern Syria” but acknowledged the PLO as the rightful claimant to 
Palestine. Projecting two messages simultaneously gave Syrian leaders max- 
imum flexibility in internal and external affairs. 
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